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Tony Blair’s decision to back George W. Bush in his attack on Iraq will go down as a defining moment for Blair, and for Britain. As Ambassador to the UN, Sir Jeremy Greenstock was centre stage in the dramatic months leading up to the Iraq war. After the war he was Special Envoy for Iraq, the UK’s highest authority on the ground, and he worked side by side with Paul Bremer, the US administrator of the Coalition Provisional Authority, in Baghdad and saw first-hand the impact of the divisive turf wars back in Washington.

He kept a diary of what he witnessed in Iraq as the security situation deteriorated and has spoken remarkably candidly about the US-led administration. This extraordinary book is a record of everything he saw.

Greenstock writes openly about US–UK relations and takes his readers behind closed doors in the tumultuous days leading up to the Iraq war. Through his eyes we see the actions and interactions of key players in New York, Washington, London, Paris and the Middle East. To what extent was the Bush administration determined to attack Iraq come what may? What promise did Blair extract in exchange for backing Bush? How important was Israel to American calculations? Was the war legal? What effect is it continuing to have on Britain’s long-term relations with America and Europe? No one is better positioned to set the story of Britain’s decision to go to war in its international context.

Held back from publication when originally written in 2005, and now revised with a new foreword and epilogue following the publication of the Chilcot Report, Iraq: The Cost of War is a dramatic and groundbreaking blow-by-blow account of one of the most pivotal and controversial conflicts in recent world history.
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For Anne,

who suspected long before I did that Saddam had no WMD




Foreword

In 2005 I wrote and submitted for publication a book about my involvement, as UK Ambassador to the United Nations and later as UK Special Envoy for Iraq, in the lead-up to the Iraq invasion of March 2003 and in the aftermath on the ground in Baghdad.

In July of that year, Jack Straw, then Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs, asked me to delay publication until the Ministers involved had left office. He also expressed unhappiness with the concept of Government servants publishing comment on their official work. I therefore withdrew the text from the publishers and cancelled my contract with them. When the Chilcot Inquiry was set up in 2009, I decided to wait until the Inquiry reported before reconsidering publication. Now that the Report is in the public domain, I feel it is a more appropriate moment to re-present my account. While the Iraq story will never be anything but controversial, I hope the passage of time makes my decision to publish less problematic. I offer my apologies to those who disagree.

My main objective in writing this first-hand account had originally been to contribute to the history of the most significant foreign policy issue of the early years of the new millennium, and to attempt some wider lessons for policy-makers in the field of crisis-intervention. The subsequent inquiries in the United States and the United Kingdom, together with a number of books about the Iraq invasion and its aftermath, have largely performed this second function. But the British perspective of what happened behind the scenes at the UN in the lead-up to the invasion and in Baghdad during the Coalition period has not been presented in narrative form. I believe there is still room for a story to be told that sets in a live context the decisions taken and the mistakes committed, and perhaps makes more intelligible the swirl of conflicting considerations that weighed on political leaders at the time.

For this reason I have kept the original text of the 2005 book almost entirely unchanged. Some references to events and personalities have been clarified, to assist memories with the passing of time, and a few passages have been abbreviated where the detail has become unnecessary. But I have resisted the temptation to make any alterations with the benefit of hindsight.

The only new element is the Epilogue, written in the summer of 2016, which tries to summarise the impact of the Iraq saga on the countries involved in it, on the conduct of foreign policy since that time, and on the perception of military intervention as a foreign policy instrument. The second decade of the twenty-first century has brought us a world of much greater openness, equality and complexity, where the attempts of the more powerful nations to exercise their influence have begun to meet strong resistance both from lesser nations and from international public opinion. The use of hard power without an accompanying position of international legitimacy or persuasive justification has become much more difficult, even when a dictator’s defiance of the UN security Council’s ressolutions presents an argument for action.

The Iraq intervention probably accelerated this trend. It shows the limits of a superpower’s freedom of action without severe cost if it fails to gather broad international support. It also underlines the unwisdom of ignoring the force of the precepts set out in the Charter of the United Nations. At the time it seemed that the UN had been gravely damaged by its failure to deal either with Saddam Hussein’s contraventions of its resolutions or with the insistence of the United States, backed by the UK, on the unilateral use of force. But the UN’s organs and representatives turned out to have called the situation more accurately than those nations that prioritised their own sovereign prerogative. This truth has not prevented a continuing slide in international affairs towards increasingly subjective and nationalistic decision-making by nation states; and the leading role of the UN in establishing international justice and legitimacy still requires greater promotion and protection. But the strength of the Iraq story as a cautionary tale will continue to stand out as the history of the new millennium evolves.

This book is not an academic treatment of the Iraq story, nor does it qualify as historical research of the subject. I have written my account of things as I saw them, without consulting others who worked much closer to the decision-making centre. It is offered as one individual’s view of events for historians to make use of as they see fit, and for readers to gain a more intimate, and I hope understandable, picture of the workings of the UN, of the intricacies of foreign policy decision-making and of the operations of the extraordinary entity set up to govern Iraq after the invasion.

It is also offered with an element of apology to the people of Iraq. The US and the UK helped them to escape the brutality of Saddam Hussein’s rule, but failed to ensure that what followed shaped a better life for them and their country. We underestimated the resources required to create a new political structure for Iraq and we miscalculated the steps to a secure and coherent condition for the country. Iraqis too have made mistakes, as any nation will in developing a new system for itself. But the Coalition could have provided them with a better starting-point than the one they inherited on 30 June 2004. I shall follow their future progress with interest and affection, and trust that the next generation will manage to evolve a society of far higher quality than the one that Saddam had produced for them by March 2003.

London, September 2016


Introduction

The story of Iraq is the story of the application of American power. For reach and for superiority above all imaginable adversaries there has never been a power like it. It can deliver destruction anywhere on earth within hours and no combination of other nations or alliances can defeat it. Year by year the military and technological gap between the United States and the rest of the world is growing.

Yet all human power is finite. What happens when power fails to deliver? Iraq is an unfinished story, but its travails have already become a symptom of the limits of power, conventionally defined. The way in which Iraq was chosen as the focus of war and change, and the manner in which it was administered after the 2003 conflict, point to some fundamental realities about the world and its workings which will affect us all if they are not understood in the handling of future problems. That does not just mean that the United States made some significant mistakes. It also means that others have to understand and respect the responsibility they have ceded to the United States to keep the world safe.

The United States likes to have friends, but it also likes to have independent control. Washington has an experience of directing massive power which others can only imagine, and US administrations require decisions on the use of that power to be taken only by Americans. They have an acute sense of duty in serving no one but the American people, whose collective attachment to freedom and individual rights tolerates no interference. Europeans can understand that even if they are frustrated by it.

With globalisation, however, the wheel has turned. The New World is invading the Old as American interests become pervasively global. An overpopulated, under-nourished and culturally divided world, living under a fragile sky, will not always respond to the force of arms or dollars. Iraq may be seen by future generations as a turning-point in US interaction with the rest of the world, because a policy which promised security and justice failed to deliver either. It is as if the two great attributes of the single superpower – protector of freedom and projector of power – are running at cross purposes. Whether this turns out to be an aberration or a trend, we need to know what happened and to see if lessons can be learnt.

As the UK’s Ambassador at the United Nations and then Special Envoy in Baghdad, I observed parts of the Iraq saga from close up. I sympathised with the reasons for confronting Saddam Hussein and was as deceived as almost everyone else at the time by his apparent capability in weapons of mass destruction. But I was unconvinced that force had to be used on the March 2003 timing, and disappointed and frustrated by the handling of the post-conflict administration.

These feelings came to a head on the day I left Iraq after seven months of direct involvement with the US-led Coalition’s administration of the country. The journey to Baghdad airport is short but scary. Once you have left the artificial safety of the American protected zone on the Tigris’s north bank, weaving through the chicane of concrete barriers at the exit point, you rumble over narrow bridges and down a highway where the undergrowth presses in and offers plenty of scope for an ambush. I used to count the minutes to the entrance to the airport security perimeter. My sense of relief that day as the RAF HS 125 spiralled up off the runway and soared out over the Western Desert was very marked. But with it came an equally strong regret at leaving behind a job half done, colleagues in the thick of it and an experience with the people of Iraq as intensive as any in my diplomatic career.

Much has been written, authoritatively and well, about the origins of the decision to use force against Saddam Hussein. But so far no Briton closely involved has offered a version of events. This account does not seek to collate or reinterpret the experiences and perspectives of others. And it cannot draw on the minutes of restricted political and diplomatic exchanges, because they belong to the State. It is a personal attempt to present relevant detail of some significant events and to make sense of some of the more perplexing twists and turns of the story.

What I saw and heard suggests that Iraq took pride of place after 9/11 more because a long-standing desire to remove Saddam became achievable than because security logic made action essential; that the UN negotiations never rose above the level of awkward diversion for the US administration; that the rationales presented for the use of force were exaggerated and inconsistent; that the invasion was a military triumph but failed to achieve international legitimacy; and that the opportunity inherent in the post-conflict administration of Iraq to make the whole initiative broadly acceptable to the watching world was missed through poor policy analysis and inflexible execution.

Iraq dominated the politics of the UN Security Council during my time as the UK’s Permanent Representative in New York from July 1998 to July 2003. A huge amount of other work passed across our desks in that period, on Africa in particular, on the Middle East Peace Process most uncomfortably, on the Balkans and East Timor, the International Criminal Court and human rights. But in a committee of high international politics of that kind the most divisive business sets the tone and Iraq was the issue that split the Permanent Members down the middle.

Decisions at the UN in 2002 and 2003 had their roots in the aftermath of the first Gulf War and the confrontation with Saddam in late 1998, but the main political antagonisms lay along a broader fault line than just Iraq. They stemmed from the differing perspectives of the United States and continental Europe on global security and the application of power, with most non-Western countries much more hostile to the US view than to the European one. As Robert Kagan has succinctly described in his essay ‘Of Paradise and Power’, the United States is inclined to use military and economic power because it has it; whereas the Europeans, who do not, want the use of power to be constrained within inviolable international norms. Each camp advocates a different set of rules accordingly. In practice, when the issue is large enough, the single-minded strength of the former wins over the disparate and half-formed philosophy of the latter – to the extent, that is, that physical power is applicable. Iraq is interesting because it offers clues to the limits of traditional power and illustrates the difficulty of fusing power and legitimacy when the highest stakes are being played for.

Other ingredients became added to this mix: international terrorism, Israel’s security, the denial of justice to the Palestinian people, the security of an oil-producing region, the inevitability of the abuse one day of a weapon of mass destruction, and a whole collection of cultural and political rivalries in the world. They produced a cauldron of the most explosive issues. The United States had every right to look to its own capabilities if there was no effective alternative, but not to ignore the legitimate interests of others. While its disdain for the United Nations was overdone, it was also understandable, because from its beginnings the UN has never been able to cope with the most uncivilised or the most determined forms of international disorder. If we are to have an ordered world, US power has to be part of the solution. So does UN collectivism, if US power is to be accepted within a universal framework. One without the other is bound to be insufficient.

I tested that proposition to its limits in the weeks leading up to the decision to attack Iraq on 19 March 2003. The impatience of the United States to deal once and for all with Saddam Hussein was rising, but no one else at the UN, including the United Kingdom, wanted the UN mechanisms for containing Iraq, which had been largely successful over the previous twelve years, to be abandoned at that precise moment. Iraq had defied the United Nations for more than a decade and nobody, least of all his neighbours, had a good word to say for Saddam Hussein. Yet a clear majority of UN members saw little immediate threat to international peace and security and were opposed to the use there and then of brute force to deal with him. The UN Security Council had already lived through the drama of collapsed diplomacy and the bombing of Iraq in late 1998 and failed to see what direct force had achieved. They were just as sceptical in 2003, and even more suspicious of American motives.

This increased suspicion was partly associated with the world’s experience up to that point of the administration of President George W. Bush. The early months of 2001 had seen some nervous questions raised in UN corridors: about the handling of the Palestine issue; about the willingness of Washington to contribute to multilateral initiatives, for instance on climate change and the International Criminal Court; about the effect on disarmament if the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty were abrogated; about the best way to respond to international terrorism; about the commitment to finance and support the UN itself, when the vexed question of US funding of the UN had only just been resolved by the Clinton administration.

The destruction of the Twin Towers on 11 September 2001 put an immediate halt to all that apprehensive muttering. The pall of dust that hung over a traumatised Manhattan in the following days seemed to alter global sentiment completely. A wave of understanding manifested itself in unanimous support for resolutions condemning the perpetrators and empowering the US and its allies to take forceful action to deal with them. The belief quickly took hold that this was more than just one of those times when differences had to be set aside to express decent human sympathy. It looked like a fresh opportunity to construct a global coalition, with the US on board, against both the forces of violence and the underlying reasons for their emergence.

Our American partners at the United Nations sensed this change of mood and realised its potential. John Negroponte, who had been kept waiting in the wings by the Senate’s confirmation processes, was immediately approved for dispatch to New York as US Ambassador, where he capitalised instantly on the responsive momentum he found there. Uninitiated as he was in the curious ways of the United Nations, he soon recognised an atmosphere that seemed to contradict all those warnings in his Washington briefings about the infertility of UN soil for US initiatives. I worked closely with this shrewd and open-minded American diplomat in the months that followed to broaden the scope of international support for British and American policy in the wake of 9/11. We both failed over Iraq.

Well before the election of the new President in November 2000, dealing with Iraq had emerged as a major Republican objective. Amongst the small but capable group of foreign policy planners and thinkers around the Bush campaign, Saddam Hussein was seen as an unresolved challenge to the superpower’s interests, a threat to Israel, a supporter of Palestinian terrorism and a possible source of a direct attack on American interests. 9/11 catapulted change in Iraq from wishful thinking into the realm of the achievable. Writers with sources inside the Bush administration have shown, with some credibility, how quickly after the attacks Iraq surfaced as a leading potential target rather than al Qaida or Afghanistan. That was because it was already there, under the surface but set on a loaded spring.

By March 2002, when the realisation began to filter through to New York that an attack on Iraq was a genuine possibility and not just axis-of-evil rhetoric, military planning was well advanced in the Pentagon. Unknown to me at that point, there had already been high-level US–UK discussions about policy options. These exchanges, as they progressed through the summer of 2002, helped to persuade the US President that the UN route was necessary for the construction of an alliance. This was due not so much to the persuasive arguments of Tony Blair and his team – good arguments powerfully expressed by foreign allies are normally not enough to turn an American administration from its preferred course – as to the reality that the UK held the key to wider international support and would not come on board without a basis in international law. Once Colin Powell had won the internal argument, with which I believe the President was instinctively sympathetic, that US unilateralism was bad policy in practice, the multilateral route was given a try.

The effort was less than wholehearted. The US handling of the UN route came across to many observers as an artificial test, not a genuine attempt to find a better way. Powerful voices within the administration pushed for military preparation and derided the capability of the UN. Secretary Powell won time through his skilful negotiation of Security Council Resolution 1441 in November 2002 and the UN inspectors returned to Iraq with President Bush’s challenge goading them on to find the missing evidence of weapons of mass destruction. They laboured under repeated accusations, partly true, that Saddam was outwitting them with his techniques of prevarication and concealment. The British Prime Minister pleaded for more time to allow the peaceful route to show its full potential, but Washington saw things differently: the evidence indicated that Iraq possessed WMD; Saddam’s uncooperativeness had already been condemned by the UN; to ignore the possibility of an Iraqi link with terrorism after 9/11 might open the door to an even more lethal attack; Saddam was defying the inspectors and the UN system as a whole; US public opinion was likely to support a tough approach. Conclusion: the inspectors would not solve the WMD problem, Saddam remained a danger, war was justified both legally and politically, and it would be a catastrophic error to remain inactive and discover later that the clock could not be turned back.

The UK made one last attempt to avoid war. The only way to do that, as we saw it, was to unite the international community in exerting enough pressure on Saddam to compel him quickly to concede everything the UN had demanded of him. After President Bush had come to the UN in September 2002, there had been no doubt in my mind that a new resolution was necessary to set a last test for Saddam. The 1991 resolutions had validity in strictly legal terms, but something fresh and clear was needed to convince people that hard action was justified. Suspicion of US motives was rife and the atmosphere in New York had become increasingly tense. I warned London in October that if a new resolution was impossible to secure and the UK wanted to go ahead with military force nonetheless, I would not find it possible to stay in my job in New York. Once Resolution 1441 of November 2002 had been unanimously adopted, the legal situation looked more secure.

I was partly responsible for the idea of a second resolution. It was interpreted by most international observers as an attempt to capitalise on the more threatening articles of 1441 and get the Security Council to authorise the use of force against Saddam Hussein, but the intention was not that crude. The United Kingdom, though committed to fight alongside the United States if military force was to be used, tried to find an instrument for dealing with Saddam and his WMD that would avoid full-scale military action. I was personally convinced that the Iraqi regime was a threat to international order. I believed the thrust of the intelligence about WMD and regularly spoke up in public to warn people of it. But I was deeply uneasy about the start of a conflict which, in the unanimous view of my New York colleagues, was bound to be messy. The second resolution was designed to offer the Security Council an alternative way forward, to deliver clarity and to keep the initiative in US–UK hands.

The negotiations involved a convoluted combination of pressing for support, playing for time and looking for escape routes. Until quite late in the day, I believed that they had a chance of producing an effective alternative: mounting such pressure on Saddam that he would give up without a fight. But, between American apprehension about loss of momentum and French reluctance to be caught rubber-stamping the use of force, the necessary pressure was never generated and diplomacy came to a grinding halt. On 17 March 2003 I walked in front of the microphone outside the UN Security Council in New York and, on instructions from London, announced to a massed and overheated crowd of journalists that the attempt to address the Iraq problem through diplomacy had been terminated and that the United Kingdom reserved the right to consider another way forward. Ambassador John Negroponte, following close behind me, left no doubt as to what that meant for the United States.

It was a bitter moment. After a prolonged, highly charged confrontation over Iraq among members of the Security Council and between world leaders, I was asked to step forward and acknowledge that conflict had beaten diplomacy into second place. Personally, I was not ready to give up the fight. I did not accept that war on this timing was the only option and I dreaded seeing the UK involved in direct responsibility for the state of Iraq, but the American steamroller was engaged in top gear. Saddam Hussein had shown his contempt for the UN and I was fed up with the infighting between the Permanent Members of the Security Council. The acerbity of the differences between the main players was illustrated by the inclusion, on instructions, in my 17 March statement of a sideswipe at the French – ‘one country in particular has blocked the way forward’ – which was partly deserved but ungracious. The Security Council as a whole was left exhausted and bewildered by the refusal of the United States to allow more time for the weapons inspection process. In the end, however, when the single superpower decides to launch itself forwards, the rest have to stand aside and await events. I picked myself up from the turmoil and wrapped up what business I could, on Africa in particular, in my final months before retirement in July 2003.

There then occurred one of those ironies in life which ought to have been predictable for its perverse intrusion, but which came as a shock nevertheless. I was asked to postpone my departure from Government service and go out to Iraq as the UK Representative. It was Alastair Campbell, the Prime Minister’s Communications Adviser, privately visiting New York in early June 2003 but carrying a message from 10 Downing Street, who first posed the question. I said I had other plans and declined. Two weeks later, the Prime Minister came on the line in person and explained why he wanted me to play the particular role he envisaged. There are times when you do not say no. I agreed to go to Iraq, but for a set period until the end of March 2004, a deadline I had promised my family.

The later part of this book tells some of the story of those months in Baghdad, supporting but often wrestling with Ambassador Paul Bremer and his machine, and skirmishing in the dark, usually without effect, with the veiled authorities in Washington who micro-managed policy on the ground. As in the rest of my account, I cannot provide a comprehensive history of the occupation period. Mine is a partial and subjective view, offered in public because I believe that the Iraq saga is an issue of generational significance. The full story must be reconstructed from a number of perspectives, none of them all-seeing.

The period of Coalition administration in Iraq also deserves study, because success in delivering a better Iraq could have washed out all the controversy of the decision to go to war. Most people in the end accept practical results. The early post-conflict period in Iraq was marked by decisions that were often brave, dynamic and well-intentioned, but sometimes fundamentally flawed. Even the single superpower has to reckon up the expense of less than rigorous analysis and planning. America’s righteous indignation collected a massive show of support from the international community in the weeks following 9/11. But, as this account describes, there was a steady progression from sympathy to rejection in the world’s reaction to US decision-making. This matters more to long-term US interests than many Americans like to think. The logical disconnect in putting Iraq at the top of the list has carried a cost which Washington has been reluctant to acknowledge. The mistakes made in the implementation of policy resulted in part from the strength of American anger, justified in its origin but misconceived in its application. The costs of war have to include its aftermath, because acceptance of the need for war is linked to a judgement that war has eventually brought about a better state of affairs. In the case of Iraq in 2003, the post-war costs were never planned for or calculated with the same rigour as the war itself.

The team working under Paul Bremer in Baghdad never developed the strength and capacity to deal with the circumstances that evolved. He himself led from the front, learnt some of the lessons of the early American failures and struggled with his own administration to assert the prime importance of judging action by its effect on the ground. He was not always listened to in Washington and was sometimes unjustly loaded with the blame for others’ misjudgements. But he could be narrow and over-authoritative and he never made full use of the wisdom he had at his fingertips in the Republican Palace. The capability of the players in the team who possessed Arab world experience and Arabic language skills was rarely exploited, while excessive reliance was placed on young Americans with the right political credentials and excellent academic training, but no experience or understanding of the nature of Iraq.

Bremer and I grew close to a number of senior Iraqis who offered themselves as representatives of their people for this awkward period, but we were a world’s distance from many others who had an equal stake in the future of the country but who could not or would not organise themselves to forge a relationship with the powers of temporary occupation. We tried, with considerable success at odd moments, to analyse, forestall and cut down the forces of violence arrayed against us. And we set in place a structure for the political transition of Iraq to a new and freer state, which has stood the test of Iraqi opinion and, so far, of time. But we did not capture the imagination and the hearts of most Iraqis. The security situation became the principal stumbling block and the reasons for that are relevant to our defence against insurgent violence and international terrorism within a much broader context. The lessons from Iraq therefore have a direct application to the interests of a wide range of countries, by no means all of them members of the Coalition that occupied Iraq.

The structure and practice of international diplomacy will have to adjust to the experience of Iraq. What the United States decides to do lies at the heart of almost every international question. Each individual member of the UN wants its own direct and positive relationship with the US. But, collectively, the organised groups of developing states are not persuaded. They rail against US foreign policy choices and vilify what they see as the untouchable arrogance of the single superpower. I was left by the Iraq saga with some sympathy for both points of view, but convinced that the gap between them has to be bridged if the twenty-first century is to witness greater stability than the twentieth. Will the nations of the developing world come to understand that they can benefit from US-inspired freedom and economic dynamism without losing their cultural identity? Is the United States likely to learn from the agonies of this stormy period, and will the experience of the 11 September 2001 attacks and their aftermath bring the American people to understand the limits of hard power? Working with, and sometimes inside, the American machine, I came right up against the extraordinary mix of US strength, generosity, self-righteousness, impatience and blindness. As an ally but a foreigner, I was both invited in and closed out. It was an exhilarating and exasperating experience. Much of the non-American world must feel the same, with exasperation exceeding exhilaration the further you are in spirit from Washington.

If the United States under George W. Bush was the star around which satellite activity in the multilateral field orbited, where has the Iraq explosion left the United Nations? What is this body which so many slickly turn to when they feel outgunned in their capitals, and how has it come to represent the aspirations of such a large proportion of the planet’s population when its faults are so familiar and its powerlessness so often exposed? I became an ardent devotee of the UN during my time there, but witnessed its fallibilities from close up. Some things the UN has done well: the restoration of its operational effectiveness after the catastrophes of Somalia, Rwanda and Srebrenica; the success of its work on East Timor; the regeneration of professional competence in the Security Council’s peacekeeping decisions on Africa; the increasingly effective response of the development agencies to the millennium call for a new effort on poverty. But these achievements were set into relief, if not dispatched into the shadows, by the dramatic disagreements over Iraq, the collapse of the Middle East Peace Process, the failure to find the funds to match the ambition of development programmes and the weaknesses in executive action and accountability exposed by the investigation into the handling of the Oil for Food programme. As a result, the UN looks weaker and the world seems more polarised, and potentially more violent, than when this saga began.



Part One




1

Generational Change in the Middle East

In my diplomatic career, which included postings in the British Embassy in Washington in the mid-1970s and the mid-1990s, I learnt that there are two areas above all that the United States guards jealously as its own preserves: superpower politics and the Middle East Peace Process. For one reason or another, I constantly found myself butting in on both.

My diplomatic career began and ended in the Middle East, but the middle part was dominated by the great historical event of our age, the collapse of the Soviet Union and the emergence of the United States as the single superpower. Two superpowers presented a choice of champion, fraught with the risk of catastrophic destruction if things went wrong but allowing space for countries on the fringes of this stand-off to play one off against the other and to carve out a niche around and between the poles. The inherent imbalance of a single superpower structure has been obscured, at least from the UK perspective, by the focus since 1990 on the ordering of a free Europe and on the problems and opportunities of globalisation. But it is becoming clear, and not only through the assertions of the President of the French Republic, that the world will not settle down around a single pole. The evidence is mounting that a second superpower is taking shape, in the form of anti-Americanism. If a counter-balance to American power does not develop in a politically structured way from the emergence of a compelling new strength in China, India or any of the other large developing nations, with Russia finding a new role on one side or the other as it sees fit, it could arise from the much more chaotic, asymmetric elements of clashing cultures, failed states and terrorist violence, with or without the horrifying admix of uncontrolled weapons of mass destruction.

The global reach of British interests and its position for the time being as the world’s fourth largest economy keep the UK involved in virtually all aspects of geopolitics. The fun of being a British diplomat on the global stage lies in close involvement with the great events of the age without having to bear the ultimate responsibility. The UK’s past experience, administrative efficiency and talent for pragmatic analysis earn us a place at the table, but we have long since lost the skills and the resources for projecting real power in great campaigns. If we want to be part of the action, we have to serve with those who have built and retained those assets. It is not just for historical and cultural reasons that we have tended to stay close to the United States.

It was in the Middle East that I cut my diplomatic teeth. My first arrival in the region, a posting in the late summer of 1970 to learn Arabic in Lebanon, coincided with Black September, the suppression by King Hussein of a Palestinian uprising in Jordan. The Palestine Liberation Organization command, together with a large number of Palestinian refugees, moved on to Lebanon to set up ‘a state within a state’, changing for ever the fragile balance of communities and political forces in that country and laying the foundation for the Lebanese civil war later in that decade. As language students living two thousand feet up the mountain above Beirut, even we could not fail to be aware of the planting of these seeds of strife.

Shortly after our arrival in Lebanon I had the first of many minor car collisions. I was rather taken aback when the other driver leapt from his car and dragged me into a ditch on the side of the road. Four days in foreign territory, I thought, and I was going to have my throat cut for denting a radiator. Then I became aware of the sound of gunfire and the occasional bullet pinging off the rocks around us. It turned out that my imagined assassin was trying to save me from injury: he explained that the death of Gamal Abdul Nasser – President of Egypt, father of pan-Arabism and nemesis of the British and French in the Suez Crisis of 1956 – had just been announced and the people of Lebanon were declaring their grief in time-honoured style by firing their guns into the air.

Learning a language within the region brings the huge advantage of absorption in the local culture. The villagers of Shemlan, for whom the Foreign Office’s language school, the Middle East Centre for Arab Studies (MECAS), provided a major economic asset, guarded us conscientiously. Not only were they ready to see off any physical threat, drawing on the massive stash of weapons hidden behind the blacksmith’s shop, they also happily participated in the elementary exchanges of greetings and polite enquiries that got the beginner going in Arabic conversation. As mountain people, they were tough, kind and old-fashioned. It was only when we sped down the hill into the lively city of Beirut that we discovered how the French–Arab culture had created new vernacular impulses that could leave even the brightest students floundering.

Our early lessons in local politics were full of Maronite, Orthodox, Druze, Islamic and other distinctions and we expected to come up against these divisions within the Lebanese system, but on arrival at MECAS we learnt that our student community was itself divided into two bitter camps. A long-running spell of the board game Diplomacy had ended in betrayal and acrimony that extended into everyday relationships. They say that the British abroad go to greater lengths than any other nationality to absorb the culture and mannerisms of the local people. I dropped straight into strong supporting evidence of that.

We took our language-learning very seriously, at least during the morning lessons. But Lebanon, Syria and Jordan were there to be explored, with mountains, sea and desert so close together that the sports and pleasures of each could be experienced within a single day. After eighteen months, our feel and affection for the Arab world, its history and its traditions were running deep, even if we had learnt little of the practical arts of diplomacy. I never spoke Arabic as well again as when I took the final MECAS examination. My next posting took me to Dubai, where a mix of English and Urdu could see you through most situations. Even when I served later in Saudi Arabia as head of the Embassy’s Export Promotion section, English was the lingua franca of the merchant class. When I finally returned to a real need for fluency in Arabic, in my wholly unexpected move to Baghdad in my sixty-first year, the rust had bedded in too deep and I could never manage a full business conversation in the language. Nonetheless, those early days at MECAS and my acquaintance with the hard desert culture in the Emirates and in Saudi Arabia left me full of admiration for this remarkable part of the world.

This experience, with natural personal variations, was multiplied through the UK’s Diplomatic Service. We Arabists referred to ourselves affectionately as the Camel Corps. Others used the phrase with more suspicion or contempt. The diplomatic world recognised in the British and, for similar historical and professional reasons, in the French an inherited and empirical familiarity with the Middle East region that no other foreigners possessed. Captain William Shakespear would have stood at the side of King Abdul Aziz through the whole creation of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia had he not been killed in a desert skirmish in 1915. Gertrude Bell, adviser to the British High Comissioner in Iraq, was instrumental in the choice of King Feisal of Iraq in the early 1920s and worked with T. E. Lawrence to bring some form of colonial order to that impossibly fractious territory. My wife’s grandfather, William Ashford Hodges, worked as the Egyptian Government’s chief architect in the early years of the twentieth century. Colonel Hugh Boustead provided close advice to Sheikh Zayed of Abu Dhabi in the formative years of his transition from local chieftain to internationally recognised President. There are still British advisers at the Court of Sultan Qaboos of Oman.

When I moved on from Lebanon to Dubai in 1972, it was very few years since British diplomats Martin Buckmaster and Julian Walker had placed the territorial markers of the Trucial States in place, creating the internal boundaries for what is now the United Arab Emirates. In my first formal job in a British Embassy, and without an hour of legal training in my background, I became the last Assistant Judge of the Trucial States Court. From genuine pioneer to lowly desk officer, generations of Britons have breathed in the history and the dust of the region. Throughout the Arab world the British were admired, resented, accepted and suspected in equal measure. The Lebanese referred to the language school in Shemlan as the Spy School, since George Blake had passed through its doors, and they claimed they could hear the sound of gunfire up on the roof – in reality not agents practising their marksmanship but the noise of the ball hitting the tin in our echoing squash court. Above all, we are remembered as the progenitors of the Balfour Declaration of 1917, which set the terms for the establishment of the Jewish State in what was then the mandated territory of Palestine.

Successive British Governments have thus acquired a close interest in, and a sharp conscience about, the politics of the Middle East. They see themselves as balanced between the competing demands and arguments of the Israeli and Palestinian peoples. They pay close attention to Israel’s right to a secure existence and to her claim to be heard as a democratic partner from a democracy-starved region. But history, relationships, national economic and energy interests make their weight felt on the Arab side as well. The UK is involved across the board, though no longer as a leading power-player. Together with the French, whose government’s sympathy for the Palestinians creates a compensating nuance to ours for the Israelis, we constantly annoy the other members of the European Union with our more-knowledgeable-than-thou attitude to Middle East policy discussions. What effect we have on American administrations, whose distaste for our colonial past runs like a red streak through Suez and beyond, is another story. We will come to it in due course.

I remember the feeling of excitement in 1982, when the UK held the Presidency of the European Community for six months and I was working in London on a Middle East desk, when Lord Carrington led the Europeans into the gestation and birth of the European Community’s Venice Declaration on the situation in the Middle East. This carefully crafted document, produced without the full approval of the United States, won admiration in many quarters for its balance between the protagonists and for its foreshadowing of the possibility of a Palestinian state. Was this the Holy Grail? Would it mean that I could be a participant in the solution of the Arab–Israel problem? The answer was, predictably, no. The Europeans on their own might develop the ideas, but we could not exert the influence or the power of delivery to see concept through to final result. The Israelis and therefore the Americans – or perhaps it was the other way round: we could never quite make up our minds about this – were not ready for the kind of compromise on territory for peace foreshadowed in UN Security Council Resolution 242 of 1967, which still sets the basis for every negotiation on the peace process in terms of the exchange of territory for peace. The Oslo and Madrid Agreements of the early 1990s, this time with fuller American participation, again raised expectations; and perhaps the Camp David negotiations in 2000 under President Clinton came as close as any detailed set of prescriptions to closing the gap between the two sides. But the antipathies remained – and remain – too strong. The dashing of hope after Camp David led to the extreme bitterness of the second Palestinian intifada, set alight after Ariel Sharon’s visit to the Temple Mount in East Jerusalem in September 2000, and the violence has trumped the diplomacy ever since.

The story of Iraq has to be told against the backdrop of the Palestine dispute. The two issues are separate in their political contexts and the Middle East Peace Process has always deserved high-grade attention whatever else is going on in the region, but they are linked in two ways. First, no intervention by the United States in the Middle East was ever going to be accepted by the Arab people unless the central issue governing Arab interaction with the outside world benefited as a consequence. Second, the people of Iraq, whose record of Arab nationalism in the twentieth century is as strong as anyone’s, were likely to feel hostile to an American presence on their own soil if the United States was not seen to be contributing to an improvement in the Palestine situation at the same time. Tony Blair saw this clearly and continues to feel it strongly. He argued it out with President Bush on several occasions, not least at their seminal meeting in Crawford, Texas, in April 2002. The President’s disinclination to act in practice on a point he accepted in theory was one of the most telling disappointments for the British side in this period. The rest of the UK’s foreign-policy-oriented community, in Government, Parliament, the media and the Establishment, felt this keenly. It became one of the criteria by which the Prime Minister’s performance on Iraq was judged, as the returns for the UK for its loyal support of the US came to look increasingly thin.

Tony Blair’s attempt to keep up the effort on the Middle East Peace Process was not confined to the objective of minimising controversy over Iraq. His policy flowed naturally enough from the legacy of previous British Governments and from the history of the UK’s involvement in the Middle East. In the view of most experienced observers of the region, of many objective policy thinkers in the Arab world and of the top experts in international development at the UN, the Middle East is falling behind many other parts of the world in its response to globalisation and in the promotion of its human resources. The Arab–Israel stalemate is part symptom and part cause of this. Arab Governments, it seems, will not devote their full attention to political, social and economic development while the Palestine issue remains as a distraction; and the very difficulty of promoting development sometimes appears to make that distraction welcome.

There were moments when change in Iraq was presented as a potential catalyst for wider change in the Middle East. I never saw evidence of a simple equation in the minds of policy-makers in London or Washington between an improvement in Iraq and a solution to the Israel–Palestine dispute. The road to Baghdad did not run through Palestine, nor did the road to Arab–Israel peace run through Baghdad. But I recognised, and sympathised with, a line of thought that started with the release of the full talents of the Iraqi people in a freer political system and went on to the spread of reform and opportunity in the wider region, perhaps touching Iran, Pakistan and Afghanistan as well as Egypt, Saudi Arabia and other parts of the Arab world. I never believed that such changes would be achievable through the application of hard power and the insertion of resources from outside. Nor did I think that democracy on the Western model would catch hold in the Middle East. The choices and decisions of the peoples of the region themselves had to be the compelling factor. But as we started to address the task of reconstructing Iraq, I thought that the removal of Saddam Hussein might stimulate a recasting of the mould. For that to happen the Iraqi people would have to have a say in the nature of their government and Iraq’s political structure would need to be stable and sustainable. Whether that meant democracy as the top priority remained to be seen. But I felt sure that the outcome in Iraq was bound to exert a broader influence on the region.
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Iraq Turns Sour

Because of the agonies that Iraq has caused the world in the early years of the twenty-first century, the debate continues over George Bush Senior’s decision to end the 1991 Gulf War when he did. Should he not have saved us all the trouble by finishing off Saddam Hussein there and then?

In March 1991 the Iraqi regular army was pulverised. The elite Republican Guard might have defended Baghdad with spirit for a while, but something close to the 2003 outcome was more likely. The terms of the UN’s authorisation of military action to reverse the occupation of Kuwait did not extend to the full overthrow of the Iraqi regime and the legality of such a course would have been severely questioned internationally, but the political justification for either could nevertheless have been constructed by the United States, because Saddam Hussein had so blatantly crossed the line by annexing Kuwait. Trampling on a fellow member’s sovereignty is the worst sin in the UN book. In my judgement, the outcry would have been containable. In 2003, by contrast, the strict legal case under the corpus of UN resolutions could be made, but the political foundation for the occupation of Iraq was, for the vast majority of international onlookers, unconvincing.

Why then did George H. W. Bush hold back in 1991? The evidence suggests that it was for solid reasons. There was no explicit UN authority for the military overthrow of the Iraqi Government. The war had not been planned that way. The Coalition allies were manifestly reluctant. Above all, the United States was not prepared for the burden of administering the state of Iraq as an occupying power. The planned objective had been achieved and the world’s sympathy maintained. It was a pragmatic decision at the time, which the UK Government supported. I played no part in Middle East or UN policy in that period, having taken up a job in London as policy director for the UK’s political relationships with Western and Southern Europe, but I remember feeling heartily relieved that the Gulf War stopped when it did.

On 3 April 1991, within a largely willing and supportive Security Council in New York, the harshest sanctions ever imposed on a UN Member State were adopted against Iraq in Resolution 687, until the day when full reparations for the damage done to Kuwait had been paid and all Iraqi weapons of mass destruction had been accounted for. The Security Council resolutions underlying all this (Resolutions 678, 687, 688 and 707 – adopted between November 1990 and August 1991) allowed time for the payment of reparations, but expected WMD eradication to be achieved in weeks or months. Separately, the US, the UK and France proclaimed No-Fly Zones above the 33rd and below the 36th parallels to keep the Iraqi Air Force out of the northern and southern reaches of the country. They calculated that this combination of harsh measures would bring down the Iraqi dictator.

Not for the last time, the analysis in Western capitals proved faulty. During the conflict, the US military and intelligence agencies had renewed contact with Shiite and Kurdish groups within Iraq, as well as with Iraqi external opposition parties, and led them to understand that an uprising against Saddam Hussein would receive the active support of the United States. There was clearly a misunderstanding of what ‘support’ might mean. Immediately after Iraq’s surrender on 3 March 1991, the Kurds in the north and the Shia in the south initiated a series of urban rebellions, but the United States made no move to help them materially. Perhaps the administration in Washington calculated that Saddam in his weakened state would not be able to contain a general insurrection and his removal might be achieved without incurring a further cost in American lives, resources and political responsibility. If so, they were wrong. Saddam met the threat with an efficiency and a ruthlessness that exceeded even his own previous standards. The challenge seemed to shake him out of the despair of his defeat. The Shiite rebellion in the south was bloodily suppressed by Ali Hassan al-Majid (Chemical Ali), the brutal governor of Kuwait during Iraq’s occupation period; and the Kurds were driven into the northern mountains after dozens of towns and villages in southern Kurdistan had been razed to the ground. Hundreds of thousands of Iraqis were killed or imprisoned. The Southern Marshes, the hiding place for large numbers of insurgents, were drained and in the process a unique local civilisation was ruined for ever.

Saddam Hussein must have learnt something from these two US decisions of the spring of 1991, not to finish him off and not to put substantial reinforcements into the insurrection. He could not match American and allied power on the battlefield, but he could survive if his will was stronger. The lesson was learnt on the American side as well, although not until two Presidents later.

It took a few weeks for the weapons inspectors established by Resolution 687 to form themselves into a team and get down to work inside Iraq. Governments using the UN to accomplish their policy aims always tend to overestimate the speed with which results will hit the scorecard. An action team from the International Atomic Energy Authority (IAEA), formed to examine Iraq’s nuclear programme, began their preparations on the ground in May. Iraq’s chemical and biological weapons programmes were to be investigated by a separate new group, UN Special Commission, UNSCOM for short. It was led in the early years by Rolf Ekeus, a Swedish diplomat with a cool head and extensive disarmament experience. A unit of several hundred UNSCOM weapons experts arrived in June. Their full work programme, however, was not approved by the Security Council until 17 June and by the time the inspectors were ready to start intrusive investigations, the political and psychological circumstances had begun to change. Saddam Hussein had regained confidence in his ability to survive and was determined to make the job of the inspectors as difficult as possible.

For a full understanding of the diplomacy on Iraq in the decade after the Gulf War, it helps to look at some of the detail of Resolution 687. The full text is set out in Appendix 1. In layman’s language, it required Iraq to surrender or demonstrate the complete destruction of any material relevant to the production or use of a nuclear, chemical or biological weapon; to confine the development of ballistic missiles to a range of no more than 150 kilometres; to allow UN access to all documents and other evidence of WMD programmes; and to foreswear, in legislative terms in line with international treaties, any continuation of or return to such programmes in the future. Iraq’s conventional military forces were not to be disbanded or inspected, but Iraq was forbidden from importing, and UN Member States from exporting to it, any military equipment whatever. Crucially for later legal arguments, the resolution made the ceasefire that brought the 1991 military action to an end dependent for its continuing validity on Iraq’s full acceptance and implementation of these conditions.

On 6 April Saddam Hussein conceded that Iraq had no alternative but to accept the conditions for the inspection of its unconventional weapons programmes, but when the inspectors arrived in June they soon realised that Saddam was not prepared to respect them in practice. Their experience in the first few months on the ground was peppered with instances of Iraq’s ‘full, final and complete declarations’ needing to be revised when proscribed weapons, almost entirely chemical at this stage, started to be discovered.

While it was assumed during the 1991 Gulf War that Iraq had the capacity to use chemical weapons, because they had been used against the Kurds and in the Iran–Iraq War, the inspectors were shocked to find from their early investigations that Iraq’s WMD production during the 1980s had been much more substantial than Western intelligence had calculated. UNSCOM found large stocks of battleground chemical weapons still stored in Iraqi arsenals and discovered that some of these had been deployed to units during the Gulf War but never used. Despite the regime’s obstructiveness, the inspectors achieved significant successes. In the early 1990s Iraq declared to UNSCOM more than 40,000 CW munitions and more than 400 tonnes of bulk agent (mustard, tabun and sarin/cyclosarin). The Iraqis constantly claimed that these submissions demonstrated their compliance with the terms of Resolution 687, but the claim was undermined by regular discoveries of undeclared materials and documents and by the evidence accumulated by UNSCOM and the IAEA of increasingly sophisticated concealment arrangements. Neither did it fit with the sheer mathematics: of the 200,000 CW munitions Iraq claimed to have produced throughout its entire programme, 100,000 had, they said, been used in the Iran–Iraq War and thousands more otherwise disposed of, but large gaps remained in the accounting.

In the nuclear field, the IAEA was confident that Iraq could not conceal an active industrial programme and none was found, but it had to admit that it had underestimated the extent of Iraq’s nuclear programme during the 1980s. IAEA inspectors discovered within weeks that Baghdad had gone to extraordinary lengths to hide the evidence that large-scale activity had taken place during and after the Iran–Iraq war. The IAEA’s smart and sometimes risky investigations under David Kay, the American expert who later led the search for WMD after the war in 2003, forced Iraq into admitting in June 1991 that it had been experimenting with several different methods of enriching uranium. During the 1990s the inspectors supervised the destruction of more than 50,000 square metres of nuclear-related factory space, some 600 tonnes of specialised metal alloys and around 2,500 items of related equipment, all of which would have helped the speedy establishment of a new programme if Iraq had been allowed the opportunity.

When the inspectors arrived Iraq denied completely that it had developed an offensive biological capability. Gradually, in the following four years, UNSCOM assembled evidence that Iraq had imported relevant equipment, notably bacterial growth media, in unrealistically large quantities for a civilian biotechnology industry. Faced with this, Baghdad acknowledged in July 1995 that it had produced botulinum toxin and anthrax on an industrial scale at their main facility at Al Hakam, disguised as an animal protein factory. When Hussein Kamil, Saddam’s son-in-law and a senior member of the regime’s executive, defected a month later, the Iraqis had to admit that they had started to fill munitions with biological agents in the late 1980s, but claimed that they had ‘obliterated’ their programme in the summer of 1991. Even when the regime produced evidence of the destruction, UNSCOM’s work over the next three years uncovered the fact that documents, bacterial growth material and facilities had been retained and concealed. The experts were never able fully to account for the biological materials that Iraq had possessed at one stage or another. It was still possible for the inspectors to posit in 2003 that Iraq might have retained 10,000 litres of liquid anthrax.

The realisation that both international experts and the intelligence services had significantly underestimated Iraq’s WMD capabilities before the war was not only alarming in itself, it also had a bearing on assessments of the available intelligence between 1998 and 2003, when the inspectors were no longer working actively in the country. Iraq had withheld the truth so often in its official depositions and had gone to such lengths in concealing evidence that no statement it had made since the adoption of Resolution 687 could be trusted without detailed verification. From 1991 the US and others saw it as imperative to prevent Saddam from restoring or enlarging his WMD stocks following the severe reduction in the conventional strength of the Iraqi Army. It was particularly important to ensure that Baghdad could not lay its hands on the ultimate deterrent, nuclear weapons. The effective work of the inspectors had reduced these risks significantly, but not to zero.

The degree to which Iraqi claims and declarations were undermined by subsequent and seemingly accidental discoveries was well illustrated by the episode of the chicken farm. In August 1995 Hussein Kamil decided that he had risked too many quarrels with Saddam’s thuggish sons, Uday and Qusay, who were the dictator’s principal henchmen and his presumed eventual successors. Together with his brother, who was married to Saddam’s other daughter, Kamil took off across the Jordanian border and sought asylum in Amman. For much of the 1980s he had been given responsibility for Iraq’s weapons programme as director of the Military Industrial Corporation and knew a considerable amount about WMD developments. While in Amman, he met and talked to representatives of UNSCOM and agents of the US and UK Governments, and filled in various details previously unknown to them, including the fact that Iraq had weaponised biological materials. He also claimed that the regime had destroyed all its chemical and biological stocks in 1991, though this could not be verified. In particular, he provided information on a cache of documents hidden in a remote chicken farm in the empty countryside west of Baghdad, which he claimed would reveal a great deal more about Iraq’s past WMD programmes.

The inspectors followed up this lead and found the documents. They contained considerably more detail than previously supplied by Baghdad, in files that Iraq should have surrendered voluntarily. Nothing, however, pointed with absolute clarity to continuing WMD activity and nothing subsequently led to the discovery of undeclared weaponry. After a few months Saddam’s daughters grew tired of life in limbo in Jordan, where they and their husbands were tolerated rather than welcomed and could not be sure of full protection. The men re-established contact with Saddam’s family, received assurances about their personal safety if they returned, agreed with their wives that the risk was worth it and left Amman for Baghdad. Within days of their return, they were killed on Saddam’s orders. Their wives were spared.

The chicken farm episode reinvigorated the search for hidden weapons in Iraq and was publicised enthusiastically by Washington, London and UNSCOM as a considerable coup. From then on the attention of the world’s media was more intensively attuned to the threat of Saddam’s capacity to cheat on WMD, including now in the biological field. Nevertheless, expert observers of the WMD scene have pointed to some strange features of the story. The farm had been routinely investigated by the inspectors earlier and nothing had been found. So the documents had been moved to the farm within the previous two years. Who had taken them there and why? After Hussein Kamil’s defection, no attempt was made to conceal the documents somewhere else. There was some token resistance by the Iraqis when UNSCOM applied to search the farm, but little more than familiar hassle. The value placed by New York, Washington and London on the find did not seem to be matched by Iraqi distress or shame, even though their concealment was unquestionably a contravention of the resolution.

Some observers have concluded that, while Hussein Kamil’s defection was embarrassing and the information he offered mostly genuine, the find was not such a great blow to Saddam Hussein. Could Kamil have been knowingly or unwittingly set up? A month earlier, the regime had been forced by UNSCOM’s work to concede, after constant denials, that they had been developing a biological programme. Perhaps it was less humiliating for Saddam to have the documents unearthed through treachery than through a submissive response to the United Nations. And it kept alive the image of a powerful Iraq. On their own, the documents and materials discovered could not be taken to demonstrate that Iraq was continuing an active WMD policy in 1995. I myself, in moments of enthusiasm for demonstrating Saddam’s guilt, was buoyed up by the evidence of the chicken farm, but I found that most members of the Security Council were reluctant to concede a ‘smoking gun’ quality to the find or to accept the weight put on it by Washington and London. In retrospect, they were right.

Over the next year or so the inspectors followed up various leads from the chicken farm, but the volumes of concealed materials and papers discovered started to dwindle significantly. With the passage of time from the 1991 War other developments had begun to affect the Iraq issue. George Bush Senior failed to win a second term in 1992 and, although Iraq did not feature as a major electoral theme, Saddam had the satisfaction of knowing that he had outlasted the man who had defeated him. World attention turned to the Balkans from early 1992 onwards and Bosnia became the principal foreign policy concern of the early Clinton years. President Clinton updated the policy from the period of the Iran–Iraq War known as dual containment, through which Iran and Iraq were to be systematically constrained from developing into an out-and-out threat to US interests, preferably without the need for forceful action. The UN Security Council monitored the work of UNSCOM sensibly, but its active agenda became increasingly dominated by the humanitarian and political disasters not only in Bosnia but in Somalia and Rwanda as well. The question of Palestine and Israel, which probably loomed larger in the priorities of the Clinton administration than Iraq, continued to sap the energy and political spirit of the Arab and Islamic worlds and of the United Nations.

Sanctions became an important element in the containment of Iraq. They prohibited the regime from selling its oil freely, from importing any goods or materials of military or technological utility, conventional or unconventional, and from benefiting from the assistance of any other UN Member State for the maintenance of military or WMD activity. There was also, of course, a punitive element in the resolutions which was later to add to the leakage of international sympathy for their implementation. The history of UN sanctions is a chequered one. Many sanctions regimes have failed to implement their full objectives, but most have succeeded in having at least a partial effect on the target country, especially with the passing of time. South Africa in the period of apartheid is a good example. General sanctions tend to affect the wider population as well as the government and partly depend for their eventual effectiveness on the government’s incentives for caring for its people and avoiding their adverse reaction. Saddam turned this logic on its head and chose to use the suffering of his people as an instrument to stimulate condemnation of the US–UK approach. Washington and London realised that they were taking a risk, but the comprehensive severity of the Iraq sanctions regime, together with the presumed political weakness of the ruling clique in Baghdad after the Gulf War defeat, led them to believe that Saddam would not last a great deal longer.

Sanctions did indeed take their toll. The Iraqi armed forces never regained their pre-Gulf War capability and Saddam himself became increasingly constrained and frustrated by their effect. Nevertheless, it was the Iraqi population who bore the full brunt of the deprivation. Nutrition and health levels deteriorated sharply. As Baghdad probably intended, the UN, together with the main proponents of sanctions on the Security Council, the United States and the United Kingdom, came to be regarded internationally as being primarily responsible for the deterioration of health standards in Iraq. Human rights organisations began to raise their voices. There were spasmodic minor outbursts within the Iraqi population, but their will to resist Saddam’s industry of oppression diminished to a negligible level. The Iraqi dictator was not only surviving but growing increasingly secure, while international sympathy drained away from his Western opponents.

In 1995 Britain and the United States decided that more vigorous action was required on the humanitarian front. They regarded Saddam’s cynicism about the effect of sanctions on his people as criminal, but the policy was not working in their favour. They therefore devised a resolution that imposed on the Iraqi Government a series of measures for the provision and distribution of food, medical supplies and other essential goods. Resolution 986, known as the Oil for Food resolution, was adopted on 14 April 1995. It removed the prohibition in Resolution 687 against the export of Iraqi oil, but directed that proceeds from oil sales should be used for the purchase and distribution of essential provisions for the Iraqi people. At first Iraq refused to participate in its implementation, dismissing the Oil for Food programme as an outrageous infringement of national sovereignty. But after a while two factors convinced Saddam that rejection was not in his best interest. First, the propaganda battle, which up to then had been running in his favour, started to turn against him. Second, his advisers and oil market experts began to see the opportunities that the Oil for Food programme offered for scams and pay-offs on the sale of oil and on the contracts for essential supplies.

Once again, Saddam and his close entourage displayed their talent for turning adverse circumstances to their advantage. The major oil companies declined to enter into direct contracts for the sale of Iraqi oil with an untrustworthy regime that could threaten their global reputations. A long list was drawn up of smaller dealers and traders who were prepared to take the risk for short-term profit and to pay a premium back to the Iraqi Government for the business. The UN office running the Iraq humanitarian programme set up a host of monitoring arrangements and worked hard to deliver life-giving supplies to the Iraqi people, but the oversight machinery could not match Baghdad’s ingenuity.

The regime’s smuggling techniques in both directions – oil out, strategic and luxury goods in – developed on a scale and with a sophistication that only became a real concern in Western capitals after the withdrawal of the inspectors in 1998. In February 2001 the new Secretary of State, Colin Powell, paid his first overseas visit to the Middle East and confronted the Syrian Government with the evidence of their complicity in this illegal trade. Damascus prevaricated, pointing to the parallel activity going on through the Turkish and Jordanian frontiers. Washington decided that the need to avoid the economic downside for these two friendly countries outweighed its wish to squeeze Syria. In 2002, after the US and the UK had worn down disingenuous Russian and French resistance to a revision of the pricing conditions for Iraqi oil, the Security Council started to squeeze the oil premium down to an acceptable level, but the unchecked flow of goods across the Turkish, Jordanian and increasingly the Syrian borders continued. Other forms of corruption and skulduggery persisted throughout the life of the Oil for Food programme, but at no stage did evidence come the way of the Security Council committee overseeing these arrangements that the UN system itself might have been drawn in. For all the complexity of anything to do with Iraq, we accepted that there was a price to pay to avoid a humanitarian disaster and assumed that the monitoring and auditing systems that the UN had in place, under the overall direction of the Security Council, were adequate for the purpose.

In 1997 Rolf Ekeus stepped down as Executive Chairman of UNSCOM after six exhausting but successful years of skirmishing with Baghdad. He had presided over the destruction of significant quantities of unconventional weapons left over from the 1980s and established a monitoring system that made it extremely difficult for Iraq to continue its WMD programmes except under the tightest conditions of secrecy and concealment. Combined with the regular patrolling of the Iraqi skies in the No-Fly Zones and the systematic scouring of Iraqi territory by satellite cameras, the inspection and monitoring arrangements formed quite an effective containment mechanism. UNSCOM had also developed close informal relationships with American, British and no doubt other intelligence agencies, through the national experts carefully selected and loaned to the UN. The arrangements were not as pure and clean as UN operations like to be, but the US and the UK justified them to themselves as necessary because of the hostility and mendacity of Saddam Hussein’s regime.

The new Executive Chairman of UNSCOM was Richard Butler, until recently the Australian Permanent Representative to the United Nations. Even then he was a controversial figure, larger than life and boisterous in his habits, with a talent for self-promotion which did not always bring him benefit. There was some debate about his suitability, but he was intelligent and determined and had considerable experience of the issues as an arms control negotiator for Australia, a country with a good relationship with the US and the UK on defence and intelligence matters. Madeleine Albright, who had just moved from the US Ambassadorship at the UN to become Secretary of State in Washington, decided to give him US Government backing.

At this point the UN Special Commission was finding the going much harder. Materials and documents that could more readily be unearthed had been dealt with. The Iraqis had, as the tussle with UNSCOM progressed, developed increasingly ingenious concealment techniques. They were also growing immensely irritated with sanctions and repeatedly insisted that they had offered up everything that was required under Resolution 687. Washington and London, however, were not satisfied that Saddam had given up his interest in WMD. The evidence, from both UNSCOM and intelligence sources, confirmed an active and well-staffed concealment programme. Significant amounts of biological and chemical materials, which documentation in UNSCOM’s possession showed had existed in earlier years, were still unaccounted for. None of the declarations produced by Iraq to date had turned out to be truly ‘full, final and complete’. Saddam’s history, character and presumed motivation all pointed to the likelihood that possessing WMD remained a high priority. The investigation process could not be closed until we were 100 per cent sure.

These sharpened attitudes on either side increased the temperature. Butler, who routinely compared Saddam to Hitler, was determined to lead a vigorous inspection regime, but the harassment and obstruction of the inspectors intensified. The Iraqi Government protested loudly that American spies had been included on the inspection teams and refused to allow the inspectors entry into Saddam’s offices and palaces – vast complexes dotted all over Iraq, which could have contained any amount of hidden materials. Once the row over the composition of the teams was resolved, with considerable diplomatic fallout (by now France and Russia were beginning to take Iraq’s side more overtly), new obstacles were devised by Baghdad. Butler’s manner was confrontational. He agitated for UNSCOM’s admission to the sensitive sites. Saddam, meanwhile, appeared to be increasingly unconcerned about the consequences of his defiance, confident that nothing the US – and certainly the UN – could throw at him would threaten his grip on power. He saw how difficult it was becoming for his detractors in the Security Council to convince the rest that harsh sanctions and invasive inspections continued to be necessary. The lack of progress in the Middle East Peace Process while Benjamin Netanyahu held the reins in Israel added to the perception of the majority of UN members that the United States and its allies had got their priorities wrong. The prospect of getting rid of sanctions, either through their erosion in practice or through the collapse of the resolutions supporting them, seemed to be within Baghdad’s reach.

Yet again Saddam overplayed his hand. After a year when UNSCOM had made very little headway and the international clamour over the humanitarian effect of sanctions was rising, he decided to rattle the cage more loudly. He began again to utter unspecific threats against Kuwait. Then, in October 1997, Baghdad decided to refuse entry to Americans on UNSCOM’s inspection teams and expelled those already in Iraq. Washington was outraged and threatened to bomb Iraq. On this occasion, Saddam decided to back down. He retaliated in another way, however, by inviting the international media to Iraq to write accounts of the bitter hardships caused to the Iraqi people by seven years of UN sanctions.

Washington was becoming equally impatient. The indications that Saddam Hussein was a long way from fulfilling his UN obligations were compelling, but the inspection process was beginning to look unproductive and the isolation of Baghdad through sanctions was diminishing. Countries prepared to do business with Iraq, such as Jordan and Egypt, opened up channels of communication under the guise of humanitarian activity. Iraq’s more belligerent behaviour in late 1997 took some momentum out of the flow of returning sympathy and generated articles in the American press speculating on possible military action by the United States. Iraqi attempts to shoot down US and UK air patrols increased, triggering firmer responses against Iraqi air defence facilities and related military installations. The Iraqis claimed, without convincing evidence, that these retaliatory attacks frequently killed civilians. The world’s press criticised both sides. The atmosphere was becoming thoroughly nasty.

My own work during the 1990s brought me into little contact with Iraq. I was primarily involved with the tortuous efforts to bring peace to the Balkans and during a short spell as Deputy Ambassador in Washington in 1994–5 my main political function was to try to ease the sharp divisions between the US and Europe over Bosnia. As Political Director (senior adviser to the Foreign Secretary on the UK’s transatlantic and European policy interests) from 1996 to 1998, I helped to implement some elements of the Oil for Food resolution and kept a general eye on UN and Middle East matters, but the focus of my work was on EU foreign policy and I was some way from the coal-face on Iraq. I absorbed the widespread assumption in Whitehall that Saddam was deceitful and dangerous and saw no reason to question it. Iraqi claims that they were being maltreated by the United States, when Kuwait was still licking its wounds and the UN requirements were so clearly unfulfilled, rang very hollow.

In February 1998, five months before I arrived as Ambassador in New York, Kofi Annan decided to go to Baghdad to see Saddam Hussein. Analysis of events in the UN Secretariat – the Secretary-General’s professional staff – suggested that a further rise in temperature would lead to a conflagration. The UN resolutions were not doing the job and the momentum that UNSCOM had built up over the years was dissipating. The Iraqis believed that the United States was determined to wear them down through threats and international pressure, whether or not they conformed to UN requirements. Saddam became increasingly fatalistic from this period onwards, confident in his powers of survival and ready to test his destiny to the limits.

Why did Saddam Hussein risk a crushing invasion of his country when his actual WMD capacity and holdings transpired to have been far lower than was generally assumed? No one on the Security Council during the period leading up to March 2003, and no one within the inspection team itself, claimed that Saddam was implementing the repeatedly underlined and re-clarified demands of the Council. He was in a position to do it if he wanted. He did not. What was he concealing? Materials buried in the ground to which he could return when the storm had passed? Intellectual capability, which could be quickly restored to productive activity at a future date? Or a big sham to give the impression that he was a greater champion of Arab causes than he might otherwise appear? If analysts are right in moving increasingly to this third theory, why did he cling to that line of approach? It left him as the loser in one of history’s high-profile gambles, in which the penalty was always likely to outweigh the prize. The answers will be debated for years, because they involve judgements about the mind of one of history’s more memorable psychopathic dictators. I never met Saddam, even after his capture in December 2003, but his spirit seemed to be sitting with us in countless Security Council meetings, taunting us with our inability to nail him down. I believe that he was addicted to playing for high stakes, proud of what he had already pulled off, full of his own image of toughness and adamant that he would not compromise on it. So long as he remained a challenge to the superpower he would appear, like Fidel Castro and Slobodan Milosevic, to be a player on the world stage.

Kofi Annan understood that the Iraqi President was raising the stakes and was alarmed. Thirteen months into his first five-year term as Secretary-General, the first to have been appointed from within UN ranks, this charismatic and honourable man was beginning to demonstrate a capacity for inspiring leadership, which the organisation had sorely lacked since the death of Dag Hammarskjold in 1961. After the catastrophic failures of the international community in Rwanda and Bosnia, he was determined to restore the UN’s reputation and its capacity to make a difference where it mattered. His political acumen had enabled him to maintain good relationships with both the developed and the developing worlds. He now had to contemplate taking himself where he thoroughly disliked going: into a situation where he could not hope to carry his whole constituency. But if there was a chance to stop the situation in Iraq collapsing into war, he was prepared to take the risk of antagonising some of the UN membership.

Annan spent several hard days in Baghdad negotiating with Saddam Hussein’s team, led by the bespectacled, white-haired Tariq Aziz, the Christian Deputy Prime Minister and Iraq’s best-known interface with the outside world. Saddam kept himself aloof from the discussions until the final phase. The inspectors had good reason to believe that documents about the WMD programmes, if not actual materials, were concealed in various sensitive sites – presidential palaces and military installations – and that from time to time they were secretly moved between locations. UNSCOM had sometimes been blocked at the entrance of important buildings and had spotted vehicles leaving from the back door before they were allowed in at the front. The Iraqi Government claimed that the dignity of the State would be infringed by unrestricted access to these sites. They also suspected – and later statements by ex-inspectors and other sources corroborated this – that some inspectors were passing on to their governments detailed information about the inner workings of Saddam’s administration and the geography of the central areas.

Faced with this stalemate, Annan had a difficult choice. If he insisted on the full rigour of Resolution 687 and its successor resolutions, he could see that Saddam would probably continue to withhold cooperation and that the US and others might resort to ‘all necessary measures’ (the UN term for military intervention) to force him to comply. The odds would be against the Iraqi dictator, but he appeared determined to break the sanctions regime and would undoubtedly play things very close to the edge. If Annan made compromises in order to keep the inspectors working, he could be accused of being soft on Saddam and of turning himself into a self-appointed interpreter of the Security Council’s resolutions. He was also aware that he might even genuinely, be making it easier for Saddam to outwit UNSCOM and develop proscribed weapons.

The Secretary-General therefore insisted on seeing Saddam personally towards the end of the negotiations. He went alone. The President’s security people refused to allow the UN team to accompany him, in order to restrict knowledge of where Saddam normally worked. Annan subsequently told me that he was firm with Saddam that the inspectors must not be denied access to any place that could conceivably be suspected of harbouring relevant substance. He agreed to new arrangements outlining how the listed ‘sensitive sites’ were to be handled and allowing for specified delay times and respectful procedures. Saddam knew enough about the detail to demand a change in the terms in an area which Tariq Aziz had overlooked: he insisted that the neutral diplomats monitoring the entry to ‘sensitive sites’ must be of senior status and not just token Third Secretaries – another indication of Saddam’s preoccupation with status. The Memorandum of Understanding setting all this out was signed on 23 February, without prior reference to the Security Council, and brought back to New York.

The reactions were predictable. The majority of Council members, with France and Russia in the lead, acclaimed the result as a brilliant piece of special-mission diplomacy by Annan and a fair basis for the continuation of the inspections. The United States, which under President Clinton was no less suspicious of Saddam than it would be under President Bush, considered that the Annan memorandum opened up loopholes for the development of unconventional weapons that were now sanctified by the UN itself and thus far harder to challenge than before. But the Americans stopped short of rejecting the result outright.

In a way, both sides were right. Those supporting the memorandum saw that a basis had been laid for the continuation of inspections that would act as a constraint on Iraq’s ability to develop real capability in the crucial WMD areas. Those who opposed it concluded that Saddam had won an element of flexibility which, if ruthlessly exploited – as Washington and London tended to assume would be the case – would allow materials, documents and capability to be hidden indefinitely. In either case, sanctions would in all likelihood have to be maintained as a lever on Iraq to keep up a semblance of cooperation, and sanctions carried their own rumbling counter-pressures. The scene was set for the classic dichotomy of approach at the UN that became so familiar over the next five years: passive constraint versus proactive eradication. The dynamic balance between the two was to prove unsustainable.
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The 1998 Bombing

I arrived in New York in July 1998, hotfoot from my job in London as Political Director in the Foreign Office and devoid of any front-line experience of the UN. As happens to any new ambassador of a Permanent Member of the Security Council, I was dropped straight into the heaving waters of Council discussion. Iraq was the most controversial issue on the agenda.

The Security Council lies at the centre of the institutions that make up the United Nations. It is the place where the raw politics of international affairs are thrashed out and it is the only UN organ whose decisions can have the effect of international law on all Member States. Formed at the birth of the UN in 1945, the Council’s arrangements and privileges have been frozen in time. The United States, Russia (as the principal heir of the Soviet Union), China, France and the United Kingdom were invested with Permanent Membership then and retain it now. Any proposed amendment of the UN Charter can be vetoed by any of the Permanent Five. This seemingly immutable structure is deeply unpopular with the rest of the UN members, not least the other ten members of the Council, who are voted in, five each year, for a period of two years only.

The British Ambassador’s first duty in the eyes of his Government is to look after UK interests on the Security Council. There are many other important things going on at the UN in New York: development, economic, environmental and human rights issues of huge significance to the world’s oppressed and impoverished, together with financial issues of crucial relevance to the Foreign Office’s budget. But the political substance of the Security Council agenda catches the headlines and retains the sharpest edge for political leaders in capitals. Woe betide the ambassador in New York who lands a mess on the desks of his bosses back home.

My early appearances in the Council were a steep learning curve. The other four Permanent Member ambassadors had been there for some time. Sergey Lavrov of Russia, the only colleague to precede and outlast me in this global club, was a professional diplomat of outstanding talent with an ability to rip a weak argument to shreds in English or Russian. He was close to Moscow and consistently sensitive to the spirit of his instructions, but he possessed an independent ability to manoeuvre within them which sometimes floored the much less flexible US system. Alain Dejammet of France was personally generous but professionally sharp, and he was not going to give away points to a newcomer. His studious, long-winded style tended to obscure the force of his main points, but he read and assessed everything passing across his desk and it was impossible to get a poorly substantiated argument past him. Bill Richardson, the American, would have given me tremendous help if we had coincided for any length of time, but in the nature of US Permanent Representatives he did not often attend working meetings of the Council and by September he had been promoted to Energy Secretary, leaving a gap that would not be filled at the top level until Richard Holbrooke’s arrival a year later. Qin Huasun was a shrewd performer of the old Chinese school, friendly but cautious, his English too poor to engage in corridor negotiation. The range of Chinese active interests during this period was limited to issues closer to home and he gave ground for neither compromise nor spontaneous trouble on Iraq. These four knew their environment and each other well and were curious as to what this new UK product would bring. They were also circumspect. Quite apart from the welcoming instincts of a club to its latest member, they were aware of the self-interest factor: don’t make an adversary out of a newcomer until you know how sharp his bite may be.

The ten Non-Permanent Members – or ‘elected’ members as they liked to call themselves, in a pointed reference to the undemocratic status of the Permanent Five (P5) – were generally a very able group, with occasional stars and the rare individual out of his depth. They represented a wide range of different interests across the continents and, although united in their institutional animosity to the concept of Permanent Membership and thus to any hint of privileged tactics by the P5, took their representative responsibilities seriously and could be moved by the substantive arguments on an issue if their instructions permitted it.

No country tends to send duffers to New York, but the British are respected above all for the capability of the collective team and the UK Mission alongside me represented an impressive resource. Stewart Eldon, my Deputy from September 1998 onwards, knew the inner workings of the UN as I did not and possessed a terrier-like determination to win – as he usually did – every skirmish that came his way. The head of the Security Council section, David Richmond, had a razor-sharp mind, highly developed drafting skills and superb lines of communication to the French; I came to depend on him both in New York and later in Baghdad. The First Secretaries beneath these two, the work-horses of the UK effort, were men and women in their thirties with high-class intellects and independence of spirit who were longing to be given a challenge. Behind this leading edge of quality stood the guiding hand, the on-line support and the solid effectiveness of the Foreign Office in London.

Nevertheless I was nervous. What an ambassador says or does in a diplomatic context can be taken to bind his government and country. He can be denied by his capital, but that does not happen more than once on a major issue without rapid recall. In a bilateral post there is usually time for detailed instructions to be ironed out before a senior diplomat takes up the cudgels on a difficult issue. In New York, and particularly in the Security Council, things can develop fast and unpredictably, and often the best next move is available only for a matter of hours – sometimes minutes. The time difference puts London off-line for half the working day. It can get hairy.

On 15 July 1998 events had not yet wound themselves up to a terminal drama. My staff at the UK Mission, wryly amused at the antics of a new boss, gave me a full brief and sat behind me in the slips to catch the snicks. I would test them to the limits later, but at this point I was all too grateful for their nursery food. I kept very squarely to the agreed line.

It did not take long for Iraq to come up. By July it was clear that Annan’s February memorandum had not made things any easier for the inspectors. The Iraqis were claiming that there was nothing further in the WMD category to reveal to the UN, but they offered no proof of the destruction of items unaccounted for from the production records of the 1980s and continued to prevent the inspection team from certifying that buildings and offices that could have harboured evidence were clean. The terms of the memorandum were not so openly breached that the inspectors could claim a foul, but neither was the spirit of Annan’s deal being observed in such a way as to give us a chance of closing the files. The US, backed by the UK, argued that this indicated the concealment of proscribed materials or documents. The Russians, French and some others set out the case for coming to terms with the absence of hard evidence and bringing sanctions to an end. The Arab world representative – there is always one on the Council, at this time it was Bahrain – consistently supported a filtered version of the Iraqi view, even if the country in the seat was as anxious as anyone to see the back of Saddam.

Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction programmes were divided by the Security Council into four categories: nuclear, chemical, biological and missile technology. At this point the US and the UK were close to recognising that one of the four active WMD files, the nuclear one, could reasonably be closed. A closed file meant that the activity in question could cease to be the subject of proactive investigation by the UN inspectors and could move to a state of ‘ongoing monitoring and verification’. The IAEA was ready to present the case for this to the Security Council and the UK would have gone along with a collective Council decision to close the file. It would have indicated that the Council was prepared to play fair by the terms of the 1991 resolutions; it would have reflected the fact that Iraq’s ability to develop industrial techniques for constructing a nuclear device was a distant prospect; and it would have offered the Council an opportunity to focus on the other three files – chemical, biological and missiles – which were, in truth, the greater risk. Yet Saddam Hussein’s proficiency at deception and concealment was well documented and we did not know what lay hidden.

So it was disturbingly early in my UN experience that I had to make up my own mind where the balance lay. I was of course dependent on London’s guidance, indeed its ultimate decision, on where the UK should place itself on the question. To some extent we were all feeling our way with a series of relative judgements: certainty was a luxury we did not often have on Iraq business. And we in New York listened carefully to the UN professionals and to other delegations before we decided where to position ourselves. I was required to offer a view to London on the correct next step.

Margaret Thatcher was not around long enough, in spite of her record-setting tenure of Number Ten, to knock the stuffing out of the character of the Foreign Office and replace it with her brand of absolutism. Our instinct was not to lose friends unless there was no alternative, and it would have required a generational change in British diplomacy to erase that. I like compromise if it serves the longer-term UK interest and feel uncomfortable picking a fight to illustrate a principle. In any case, as the United Kingdom increasingly left the history of empire behind and came to terms with its second-power status, aggressive unilateral diplomacy was increasingly beyond our means. During the course of my thirty-five-year career we moved from a habit of independent decision-making to a much more collective approach and we had to learn the skills that went with this evolution. There is always the risk of being a soft touch, but in a body like the UN Security Council it is preferable to try to keep the group together than to split it on the premise that one side is hugely more right than the other. You have to be doubly sure of your case to succeed with that tactic. It seemed to me that the world’s stamina for punishing Iraq for its annexation of Kuwait was beginning to expire; that sanctions were costly and gradually being eroded; that the maintenance of the No-Fly Zones and the occasional bombing of Iraq’s military installations were growing ever more unpopular; that the focus on Iraq and the failure to settle the question of Palestine were turning the Islamic and developing worlds against us; and that the facts of the situation on Iraq’s nuclear capacity fitted the letter of Resolution 687’s conditions for closing a file.

Washington, whose single superpower habits were gradually taking its style of diplomacy in the absolutist direction, was not convinced. The evidence available to those countries consistently gathering intelligence from the inside in Iraq – and that meant only the US and the UK – pointed to a harsh assessment: that Saddam was concealing important material evidence; that he was not cooperating with the inspectors, and that he would take his WMD programme to a concrete conclusion if given half a chance.

Both sides were partially right. Washington set out its arguments in compelling fashion and London listened carefully. But what also counted with me was the value of keeping the Security Council united on the issues that really mattered: preserving the pressures on Iraq to go on giving up its WMD ambitions item by item and maintaining the strength of the powerful resolutions we had behind us. Picking a fight on a non-essential issue appeared to weaken the possibilities for doing that.

In the event, Washington agreed to set a test for Iraq. Resolution 687 of 1991 demanded that Iraq adopt a law to make illegal any activity or attempt to develop WMD in the country. This was transparently a piece of theatre. Saddam could have called for the adoption of legislation to reverse the flow of the Tigris and the vote would have been unanimous. With Stalin and, it sometimes seemed, Caligula for models, Saddam had a free hand when it came to the use of the Iraqi Assembly and paid no heed to democratic norms. But 687 had required this new law and Washington was not in the mood to lower the bar. The Americans reminded the Security Council in these July debates that such a law would have to be adopted before the slate could be declared clean for closing the nuclear file.

Saddam declined to play along. I still wonder what might have happened if he had surprised us all and passed the WMD legislation. However meaningless the act would have been, he could easily have taken the step and won momentum towards ending the crippling sanctions on his government and his people. In a sense the test was a revealing one for the attitudes of both the United States and Iraq. Even under the Clinton administration there was not the slightest inclination to let Saddam get away with less than 100 per cent compliance. And Saddam was disinclined to indicate to his real constituency, the Arab masses, that he might not have WMD up his sleeve when it was well known that Israel did. This was Saddam Hussein’s fundamental objective through the whole of this sorry period: to appear to be a major power with the capacity to threaten Israel, deter Iran and render himself invulnerable.

Given Saddam’s refusal to take the final step, the Security Council was unable to gather the votes to close the nuclear file. The largely neutral members of the Council would have been happy to place themselves at some distance from the US, but not to the point of appearing to swallow a piece of Iraqi nonsense. The Iraqi Government bitterly criticised the decision, blaming the US in particular for its hostility and declaring their doubt that sanctions would ever be lifted whatever Iraq did to fulfil UN resolutions.

So Baghdad had a temper tantrum. The Council would not budge. At the beginning of August 1998 the inspectors tried to conduct a series of searches, some of them in sensitive areas, which were blocked. Saddam refused to see Richard Butler in person. Butler gave up and withdrew UNSCOM. They were not to return for over four months, the longest period of inspector absence since the start of their work in 1991. Saddam, whose motive was to rid himself of both sanctions and inspections if he could do so without giving up his WMD ambitions, had achieved one of his aims. The atmosphere in the Council was distinctly unpleasant when I left for a summer break at the end of July.

When I returned to New York in early September I found that various attempts had been made in August to restore the UN’s authority in Iraq and get the inspectors back. A resolution had been adopted, after a wrangle between the Permanent Members, again setting out the requirement for Iraq to cooperate but offering to move forward from intrusive investigation to monitoring mode if Iraq responded. This ‘light at the end of the tunnel’ approach was to become a feature of the divide in the Council over the next five years. Baghdad maintained that the United States would never concede that Iraq had given up its WMD programmes and constantly reiterated that the US was determined to establish a pretext for an attack. Russia, and to a lesser extent France, thought Iraq had a case and insisted that the Security Council should regularly recall the clause in Resolution 687 which promised an end to sanctions if Iraq complied.

The August resolution nevertheless fell short of constructing a basis for the return of inspectors. Baghdad, having succeeded in getting rid of one of its bugbears – the presence of foreign snoopers on its soil – was not readily going to allow a reversal. The main target in its sights was the end, or at least the heavy erosion, of sanctions. The rhetoric on both sides spilled out into aggression and self-justification.

At this point the idea arose of a ‘comprehensive review’ of Iraq’s progress in meeting the terms of the resolutions. The senior UN Secretariat, anxious to preserve Annan’s relevance and authority, pushed the idea hard. They put out feelers to Baghdad without reference to the Security Council and tried to encourage the regime to seize the opportunity of a new assessment. Baghdad played along, spotting an opening for delay and confusion that might deepen the widespread frustration with the hard American–British line. Various parts of the UN system began to devise possible language for the terms of a review. The UK, keen to avoid a further drift towards the use of force and wanting to restore a collective spirit in the Council, took an active interest. Washington thought that it would all be a waste of time, but did not actively block the initiative.

The Presidency of the Security Council rotates around the fifteen members on a monthly basis in English alphabetical order. As it happened, October brought in the UK’s turn. Since the United Kingdom and the United States are so closely aligned in the alphabet – only the United Republic of Tanzania is capable of splitting them – it always provoked a groan amongst the disaffected members of the Council when this double Presidency came round on the calendar. The duties of the President are mainly procedural and, because the Chair has to serve the collective will, it offers very few opportunities to affect substantive business beyond occasional manipulation of the agenda. It is a public assignment, with responsibilities towards the membership of the UN as a whole, and the performance of the President is marked throughout the organisation. I had barely served a complete calendar month in New York and I was apprehensive about this early test. The UK Mission rallied round and wrote me a series of full briefs for each meeting, which kept me on the straight and narrow.

No brief, however, could tell me how to prevent the issue of Iraq from collapsing into chaos and recrimination. The US and the UK, with some support from Portugal, were in a clear minority in wanting fierce pressure to be maintained on Iraq through sanctions. The remainder of the fifteen were showing a strong interest in the Secretariat’s idea of a comprehensive review. Was I, as President, supposed to serve the clear majority or push my country’s line? There was no point in wailing to London about it: for all the UK’s promotion of multilateral mechanisms, when it came to hard interest the Government expected their representative to serve its needs.

The first imperative was to try to keep the Council united on any next step. Not only was this the right image for an effective UN; it would also serve US and UK interests to be seen to be sticking with the pack over this period, so long as consensus did not mean that Saddam Hussein could ignore UN pressure. As the UK Presidency got into its stride, the US and UK Missions leant heavily on the so-far undisputed fact that Iraq had not met UN demands. There could be no question of an early release from sanctions. With that established, there was scope for examining what kind of review process might lay the basis for the return of the inspectors. The Secretariat was beginning to set out some recommendations in this respect. The Security Council had not asked for these in any formal sense – the US and the UK would have blocked any move to pass the initiative away from the Council. Most members wanted to hear what the Secretary-General proposed, as his people had been in direct contact with the Iraqis and no one trusted the Americans and British to provide objective guidance. Kofi Annan’s team was doing a good job of appearing independent and constructive. This presented a problem for us because their recommendations were likely to be weighted in favour of a move towards ending sanctions. I was being driven into the corner I had hoped to avoid.

Fortunately for my narrow interests, at that moment the Secretary-General’s office made a slip. They composed a set of conditions for the holding of a comprehensive review which failed to conform precisely to the terms of previous resolutions. The Secretary-General has a certain degree of tactical flexibility, but the formal decisions of the Council have to be scrupulously respected or some bright spark is bound to pop up and point it out. This time it was my turn; and I seized the opportunity to try to remove the Secretariat from the implementation process. I persuaded the Council to point out in a carefully drafted letter that it was for them to make the judgement on what would be the proper basis for a review. The Secretariat was stopped in its tracks. I felt uncomfortable at having to be the cause of Kofi Annan’s second unsuccessful intervention on Iraq in eight months, but for the time being, the UK’s position was protected and the Council had not split.

I handed over the Presidency to the Americans on 1 November with more than a sigh of relief. While I was satisfied that we had not lost the initiative in the Security Council, the underlying trend was not moving in our favour. Kofi Annan’s judgement that conflict was not far off, which came out clearly in his private conversations with me, proved more accurate than the compromise position of the Security Council. As October faded out, the Iraqi regime took one step too far in its efforts to shake off international pressure. Having expelled the inspectors from Iraqi territory on 5 August, it now declared that it would cease all cooperation with UNSCOM, even at a distance. Timed by intention or coincidence to come out as the Council was considering the text of a resolution to institute the comprehensive review, this statement hardened the positions of the doubters. President Clinton was focused on the Middle East Peace Process and held no burning ambition to raise the stakes on Iraq to a military level, but a superpower does not like to be challenged. Resolution 1205, adopted on 5 November, established restrictive terms for a review of Iraq’s fulfilment of the UN’s requirements since 1991 and issued a veiled warning that the patience of the Security Council was wearing thin.

The moment was important because it illuminated a fundamental difference between members of the Council about military intervention, a difference that was papered over on this occasion and again in November 2002, but would tear the organisation apart in March 2003. Those delegations that disliked the increasingly explicit threats of force coming out of Washington made it very clear in their speeches at the horseshoe table before Resolution 1205 was unanimously adopted that they would not agree to the use of force without a further specific Council decision. Sergey Lavrov of Russia, for instance, said:


We are pleased to note that the draft resolution before us seeks precisely a political solution to the Iraqi problem and contains no language that could be arbitrarily interpreted as some kind of permission to use force. The draft resolution makes it clear that the Security Council, in accordance with its primary responsibility under the Charter for the maintenance of international peace and security, will remain actively seized of the situation.



Many others made the same point, invoking the standard, rather clichéd words about the Council’s responsibility for maintaining international peace and security to emphasise that only the Council could authorise the use of force in any foreseeable circumstances over Iraq. But they failed to spot one important factor: the Council had already authorised the use of force against Iraq in the past, an authorisation which had never been rescinded. I deliberately spoke, as did the Americans, after the vote had been taken and I had this different point to make: the first Gulf War was in legal terms left unfinished if Iraq failed to fulfil the requirements of Resolution 687 on complete WMD disarmament. Resolution 1205 in front of us made it clear that Iraq had not fulfilled those requirements. As I put it, in terms agreed with London:


Certain speakers have given their views on the meaning of this resolution as regards the possible use of force. Let me briefly set out the view of the United Kingdom. It is well established that the authorisation to use force given by the Security Council in 1990 [i.e. Resolution 678, which preceded the Gulf War and underlay Resolution 687 at the end of the war] may be revived if the Council decides that there has been a sufficiently serious breach of the conditions laid down by the Council for the ceasefire. In the resolution we have just adopted, the Council has condemned the Iraqi decision to cease all cooperation as a flagrant violation of its obligations.



My astute Russian colleague realised immediately what I had done. The United Kingdom, after everyone had voted, was pointing out that the Council had adopted a resolution which, whatever members said about the Council’s prerogatives, had not terminated the continuation of the 1991 ceasefire terms approved unanimously by the Council. Sergey Lavrov was angry, as he would have probably recommended a different Russian vote if there had been any question of such an interpretation.

The Iraqis were even angrier. The adoption of Resolution 1205 on 5 November 1998 produced another round of fulminations from Baghdad. Washington replied with similar aggression. The international atmosphere deteriorated rapidly, much to the UK Government’s discomfort, and the Security Council remained devoid of fresh ideas. Throughout this period the Americans lacked a senior figure in New York, as it took the administration a full twelve months after Bill Richardson’s departure to get Senate confirmation for Richard Holbrooke to be the new ambassador. In the meantime, the US Mission’s working team, professional though it was under the shrewd and approachable Chargé d’Affaires, Peter Burleigh, exerted little influence on the White House. President Clinton appeared increasingly determined to stop the rot and the US media began to speculate on preparations for an air strike. The No-Fly Zone patrols moved from occasional responsive strikes to a series of proactive attacks on Iraqi air defence positions. The French Government, which was still in theory a contributor to the maintenance of the Zone at that stage, declined to support this change. Annan tried to restore an atmosphere of calm, but even he had to acknowledge, in his frank and open way, that there might be times when the authority of the UN needed the threat of force to sustain it. Concerned as he was that some members of the Security Council were too inclined to consider the military option, his priority remained to close the gaps between the different UN factions rather than to avoid forceful action at all costs.

None of this appeared to have any effect on Baghdad, whose rhetoric climbed a further degree in aggressiveness, including threats against Kuwait. Saddam’s tactic was to provoke maximum division amongst the main international players. The Iraqi Government rejected the terms of Resolution 1205 and showed no interest whatsoever in the return of inspectors. This amounted to defiance not only of the UN but also of the United States, which was publicly demanding Iraqi compliance and just as publicly being snubbed.

President Clinton decided to act. There was much open speculation about his motives, as the Monica Lewinsky scandal was running hard through this period and it was easy for opponents to propagate the general assumption that he was trying to distract domestic US opinion. Yet the superpower’s bluff was being called. The US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania had been blown up earlier in the year and the retaliatory strikes on Sudan and Afghanistan had not achieved anything concrete. While no one was attempting to establish a link between Iraq and anti-Western terrorism, Republican critics were beginning to suggest a pronounced disinclination within the administration to do anything. As the weekend of 14–15 November approached, US forces were placed on high alert. The Security Council met on Friday 13 November at the demand of several members who wanted the situation to be brought within the terms of the Council’s responsibility for controlling the use of force.

They were too late to have any effect on Washington. The United States issued an ultimatum insisting that Iraq acknowledge their obligation to meet the terms of Resolution 1205 and re-admit the inspectors. The UK did not consider that the time had come for military action and privately counselled restraint, but Prime Minister Blair, who had stayed closely in touch with President Clinton throughout the escalation, was not going to stand in the way if Saddam Hussein remained obstinate. The UN Secretariat worked overnight and into the weekend to get Baghdad to see the pointlessness of continued defiance. The Security Council met again on the Saturday to examine an apparent message of concession from the Iraqi Foreign Minister. The US delegation did not think it would do the trick. The meeting went on late into the evening and there seemed to be no give between Baghdad and Washington. Tony Blair stayed at his desk throughout this drama, checking the terms of various attempts to bridge the gap. Kofi Annan remained on hand in his office behind the informal consultations room. I was called to the telephone twice to brief the Prime Minister, and the Secretary-General spoke to him close to midnight New York time, 5 a.m. in London. The lines were buzzing between London and Washington. None of this prevented the White House from issuing the order for the US Air Force to start a bombing run soon after dawn in the Gulf.

At that point Saddam Hussein finally decided to change his tune. A written message arrived on Security Council desks at around 1 a.m. on the Sunday morning conceding the return of inspectors. The US bombers were at least an hour into their flight. President Clinton sounded, from reports coming through to the US Mission, very reluctant to undo his decision. The Prime Minister told him that this latest missive changed the legal situation and he could no longer support a strike. Just before the point of no return, the attack was called off.

The episode demonstrated two important things: that the Americans were prepared to follow through with the actual use of force if sufficiently provoked; and that Iraq could, with a huge effort, be made to respond. The concept of a comprehensive review was damaged by this experience, because no one could see how an objective assessment could be implemented in an atmosphere of such constant brinkmanship. The Russians and French in particular remained highly sceptical that any advance was going to be possible. Nevertheless the Security Council instructed Richard Butler, UNSCOM’s Executive Director, to prepare the inspectors for a return. The UN had, after all, used its weight to prevent the outbreak of conflict.

The November crisis thus established the circumstances for the December 1998 attack on Iraq, Operation Desert Fox, which prefigured in so many ways the climax of March 2003. UNSCOM returned to intrusive inspections of Iraqi facilities in the first week of December and carried out some four hundred visits, most of them to sites that had been inspected many times in the past but had to be re-certified as clean. Almost all of these visits went without a hitch, with the Iraqi minders surly but not obstructive. On five inspections, however, directed at targets which the Iraqis were probably not expecting to feature and on which interesting information had recently come in, there was trouble. The Iraqi security forces delayed the team from entering, or were caught moving materials out of the back door. At one place, a Baath Party office, the inspectors were refused access altogether. Butler decided that he could not continue unless he received 100 per cent cooperation. Having established that the US and the UK had no further gems of information to offer him, he ordered the inspectors out. Russia claimed afterwards that the whole thing was a sham orchestrated by Washington to provide an indisputable excuse for a military strike. I saw no direct evidence of a plan to that effect, but Richard Butler knew that unless the Iraqi Government radically changed its approach he would be dragged back into a game of cat-and-mouse which he could not win. He was probably predisposed to cut this exercise short. The Secretary-General, worried about the personal safety of the team, did not demur. By the morning of Monday 14 December all the inspectors had departed, unobstructed by the Iraqis even though they must have known what was bound to follow.

The Security Council majority erupted in anger when they heard that the inspectors, who came under their direct control in policy terms, had been spirited out of Iraq without reference to them. They set up a restricted meeting on 16 December for Butler to come and report to them. This started late in the afternoon and seemed set to continue long into the evening. Ambassador Lavrov of Russia launched an immediate attack on Butler’s truthfulness, accusing him of curtailing the inspections in order to provide the United States with a pretext for attacking. Butler had hardly started his response before a messenger came in to whisper something in the Secretary-General’s ear and mobile phones began to ring in the meeting room. The Americans and British had started to bomb Baghdad. The Iraqi Government was issuing virulent demands for international protection and an immediate halt to the attack. The meeting broke up in dismay and confusion.

The next day the United States and the United Kingdom were called before an open meeting of the Security Council to explain their actions. Peter Burleigh and I set out the history. My statement traced the story of the blocking and deception of successive inspection teams and of the failure by Iraq over more than seven years to fulfil the terms of the resolutions requiring a complete account of its WMD programmes. They had to be shown that there was a limit. The objectives of the military action were twofold: to degrade Iraq’s capability to build and use weapons of mass destruction; and to diminish the military threat which Iraq posed to its neighbours. I also detailed the legal case underpinning the use of force. Resolution 1205 had implicitly revived (I could almost hear the grinding of Ambassador Lavrov’s teeth at this point) the authorisation to use force given in Resolution 678 unless Iraq offered full cooperation with UNSCOM. With all other avenues blocked, the United States and the United Kingdom had been left with no alternative if Iraq refused to abandon its WMD programmes.

The bombing stopped, almost as suddenly as it had started, four days later. With relief and resentment flowing in equal measure, the UN and its exhausted Security Council fell into a nervous Christmas break. It was going to be an awful job having to face one another again in the New Year.
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Picking Up the Pieces

In January 1999 the Security Council returned from its break with a heavy heart. Public recrimination over the mid-December bombing campaign had died down, but no one underestimated the difficulty of returning to discussions of a possible comprehensive review. France, Russia and China, with firm support from Malaysia as a newly elected Non-Permanent Member, became more explicit in their rejection of the US–UK approach and in their determination to find a way of ending sanctions. Russia, in particular, remained virulent about what it perceived as the abuse of UNSCOM’s position and the unjustified use of military force.

In an effort to replace endless skirmishing with rational debate, the Canadian Permanent Representative, Robert Fowler, proposed panels of experts to assess Iraq’s compliance with different aspects of the Security Council resolutions and make recommendations for next steps. Council members grasped this procedural escape route with relief and appointed their Brazilian colleague, Celso Amorim, a former – and future – Foreign Minister of Brazil, to head the review. With UNSCOM Commissioners acting as its advice bureau, a single panel worked over the following few weeks to produce the not very startling conclusion that, while there was no clear proof that Iraq was continuing to develop weapons of mass destruction, neither had it fully accounted for its past programmes or met all its obligations under the resolutions. It seemed as though the December breakdown in the Security Council and the four days of intensive bombing had made not the slightest difference to the substance of the debate.

With the recommendations of the review panel sitting heavily on the table in front of it, all fifteen Council members had to find a way of translating the findings into action. This meant drafting a resolution. From April until December 1999, the Council entered into one of the longest negotiations of any resolution in its history. The detailed drafting work had to be done by the delegations of the five Permanent Members, as the rest found themselves unable to act unless the differences between the P5 over the justification for sanctions and over the real depth of Iraq’s defiance were somehow resolved. They never were. When Resolution 1284 finally saw the light of day, it failed to unite the Security Council around a single position. The US and the UK, who had done most of the drafting, managed to avoid vetoes by the other three Permanent Members, but China, France, Malaysia and Russia abstained. The Security Council had a new policy at last, but it carried diminished conviction.

1284 established a new mechanism for intrusive inspections in Iraq, to be carried out by a body named the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC). The resolution, in long and tortuous passages that had driven the negotiators practically to despair, updated and improved the conditions for the continuation of the Oil for Food programme and re-expressed the terms for judging Iraq to have fulfilled all its obligations. Iraq was given no specific deadline by which it had to accept the terms of this resolution, because its proponents assumed that the regime would wish to take advantage of the new terms for escaping from sanctions. That assumption quickly proved starry-eyed. Iraq contemptuously dismissed the new resolution. It stated that it would not work with any UN inspection team and vilified the UN, the US and all those who thought like them for maintaining the sanctions regime under conditions that Iraq said it could not meet when it had already ended all its WMD activity. The stalemate looked set to continue for a good deal longer.

Public attention to all of this was overshadowed by other compelling events in 1999 and the Iraq story would not have featured on many people’s list of high-profile issues that year. The Arab–Israel dispute turned progressively more bitter. The violence in East Timor, which had been struggling for twenty-five years to escape from Indonesian strangulation, reached a climax in the summer and the Security Council sent its first overseas mission for years to rein in the Indonesian military and set the territory on the path to successful independence. It was Kosovo, however, that absorbed the energies of the UN and filled international airwaves during the spring and summer. It also generated a further row about the use of force without specific authorisation from the Security Council. Within weeks of the bombing of Iraq, the United States and the United Kingdom similarly confronted President Milosevic of Serbia with the threat of military intervention and, when he did not respond satisfactorily, carried out the threat. The Security Council and its Permanent Members were again badly split. But the outcome was different.

A crisis over Kosovo had been looming ever since the break-up of Yugoslavia. With Slovenia, Croatia and Bosnia now independent, Milosevic’s ambition for a Greater Serbia had been cut back to the boundaries of Serbia itself and its southern neighbour Montenegro. Milosevic wanted to be the leader who restored the Serbian province of Kosovo, which was intimately associated with the origins of the Serbian State but was largely populated by Albanian Muslims, to a Serbian majority. The Kosovo Albanians, emboldened by Bosnia’s success, harboured their own ambitions for independence. From early 1998 onwards the increasingly violent response of the Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA) to the political pressure from Belgrade gave Milosevic the pretext to move special forces, and later units of the Serbian Army, into Kosovo to crush resistance. Human rights abuses on both sides, but particularly the deliberate killing of Kosovo Albanian civilians by the Serbs, raised alarm amongst those countries, primarily the United States and the members of the European Union, who had taken on a growing responsibility for the stability of the Balkans since the break-up of the Soviet Union. An intensive period of diplomatic manoeuvring began. It was led by a ‘Contact Group’ comprising the US, Russia, France, Germany, Italy and the UK, with the principal objective of negotiating a status for Kosovo that would preserve the concept of Serbian sovereignty but remove Serbian political and military control. The UN Security Council debated the issue from time to time, but left the detailed work to the Contact Group.

Over the autumn and winter the diplomacy intensified. The United States, with support from its allies in NATO, became increasingly insistent that force would have to be used against Belgrade if the Serbian Army refused to withdraw from Kosovo. The UN Secretary-General declared on 30 January 1999 that the threat of force was justified if it brought the Serbs to the bargaining table. Five days later the US Secretary of State, Madeleine Albright, set out the American philosophy on the use of force in a public lecture on the ‘lessons of Bosnia’:


Kosovo is not Bosnia because we have learned the lessons of Bosnia; and we are determined to apply them here and now. We know … that the only reward for tolerating atrocities is more of the same. We know that the longer we delay in exercising our leadership, the dearer it will eventually be in dollars lost, in lost credibility and in human lives … Finally, we learned in Bosnia, and we have seen in Kosovo, that President Milosevic understands only the language of force. Nothing less than strong engagement from NATO will focus the attention of both sides; and nothing less than firm American leadership will ensure decisive action.



Last-chance talks were held over two extended sessions in February and March 1999 in the chateau of Rambouillet in France, in the hope of reaching a peaceful settlement on the basis of autonomy for Kosovo, policed by NATO troops. Milosevic refused to attend the meetings, but the Kosovo Albanians almost overreached themselves in rejecting a three-year autonomy deal without a guarantee of independence at the end. Eventually they signed up, with the possibility of independence left open. Milosevic refused to sign if it meant the presence of NATO forces on the territory of the Republic of Serbia and on 22 March he rejected any further compromises. The bombing of Serbia began on 24 March.

The Russians had been playing a vital role in the Contact Group, since they exerted the main influence on Belgrade. As supporters of the Serbs and as the only non-NATO member of the Group, they rejected any attempt by the Western allies to underwrite the use of force with Security Council authorisation and drew constant attention to the abuses committed by the KLA. On one occasion towards the end of the Rambouillet negotiations, which the Security Council was following with active interest, I came across Ambassador Sergey Lavrov in the darkened section of the second-floor corridor outside the Security Council and decided to put a proposition to him. If Moscow was so determined to avoid war over Kosovo, why did it not back up the threat of force presented by all the other members of the Contact Group? Surely that was the only way to persuade Milosevic that he had to take what was on offer at Rambouillet? The result would otherwise be both war and a drastic setback for Serbia. Lavrov saw the point at once, as he always did. But he did not think that he could sell this approach to his capital: it would have meant too great a capitulation to US policy. The lines had been drawn.

Moscow’s resentment over the opening of the bombing campaign quickly boiled over into the presentation by Russia of a draft resolution in the Security Council condemning the use of force without Security Council authorisation. The Russians struck a chord when they accused the allies of trampling on the Council’s responsibility for judging matters of international peace and security by not even bringing the failure at Rambouillet to its formal attention. Lavrov argued with particular virulence, with the Iraq bombing campaign still fresh in his mind, that the US decision to initiate air strikes against Serbia was a further step towards the dissolution of the international security framework. The majority of Council members thought this was taking things a little far, when Milosevic had failed to appear at Rambouillet and the attacks by Serbian forces on Kosovo Albanian civilians were growing in brutality every day. Lavrov’s very intensity lost him support, not least after he was challenged in a stinging intervention on the humanitarian disaster by the blunt-speaking Ambassador of the Netherlands, Peter van Walsum. The draft resolution was defeated by a margin of twelve votes to three (Russia, China and Namibia), which had the reverse effect of legitimising the NATO action in the eyes of most members of the international community.

NATO’s attack on Serbia went through some agonising phases: early hope of a quick success, subsequent doubt that Belgrade could ever be ground down and eventual, rather surprised, achievement. The Russians, increasingly worried that the continuation of conflict would damage their wider interests, played a significant role in getting Milosevic to capitulate, but they retained strong doubts about the legitimacy of the use of force in such circumstances – together with many others in the UN system and indeed in the US and UK public arenas. On top of the Russians’ disgust with the bombing of Baghdad, the action against Serbia reinforced their resistance to the efforts which the UK, Canada and several others began to make to establish guidelines for the international handling of internal human rights abuses within states or by ‘rogue’ states. The results in Kosovo, though they came at a cost, were broadly regarded with time as excusing the arbitrariness of the military intervention. That was not to be the case with the intervention in Iraq.

Following the adoption of Resolution 1284 in December 1999, the UN went comparatively quiet on Iraq. The diplomatic possibilities had been exhausted. In the months that followed, UNMOVIC gradually came into existence in New York, but Iraq showed no interest whatsoever in doing business with it. Lazy thinking set in. The United States and the United Kingdom put a brave interpretation on the achievements of the December 1998 air strikes, but we knew that we had shot an important bolt from our thin quiver of options without doing any real damage to Saddam’s position. Just as before, we were going to have to rely on the UN-based sanctions and containment policy to keep the Baghdad regime within bounds. The year 2000 was in any case a Presidential election year in the US, not a time to take further risks on a painful issue. London could do nothing without Washington, because Iraq had no reason to take account of the UK on its own.

I was all too ready to embrace this passive state. With eighteen months of UN experience under my belt, I was looking for ways to improve the effectiveness of the Security Council and needed room to manoeuvre on a broader range of issues. The constant dogfights over Iraq in the Security Council had proved wearing. In personal terms, as someone who did not go looking for confrontation but preferred to work away at building consensus where it was possible, I felt I would be happier getting on to matters such as peace-building and development in Africa, where the parts of the UN machine outside the Security Council could be brought more into play. From the UK viewpoint, we were taking a fair amount of flak for our closeness to the United States over Iraq and it was time to build up some credit with the UN majority. I was all too conscious of the unpopularity of the five Permanent Members of the Security Council. The thinness of the UK’s claim still to be one of them in the new millenium would inevitably damage us unless our place was merited by energetic action on behalf of a much wider swathe of the UN membership and in areas of the UN machine that did not rely on the Security Council. I took care to spend time on economic and social matters, on the internal health of the UN system, with NGOs and other agencies, areas where good things were being done, but a huge amount of chivvying and tidying up was needed. Richard Holbrooke, confirmed at last as US Permanent Representative in September 1999 and warmly welcome as an old colleague and sparring partner from Bosnia days, similarly realised that support needed to be earned, even for the superpower. He made a point of forming a relationship with all his opposite numbers, threw himself into the fight against HIV/AIDS and took up the cause of East Timor with the applied vigour that marked him out as exceptional. On Iraq, on the other hand, he deliberately kept his distance, despite my pleas to him to share the heavy lifting.

Africa featured strongly on both our agendas. I was an enthusiast for efforts to try to turn Africa round and soon found myself caught up in the fervour of millennial optimism. The record of the United Nations, government aid agencies and Africans themselves had, over the decades, been dismal. The combination of work within Africa by Africans to establish a new collective spirit of partnership for development and renewed attempts at the UN and in the developed world to raise the amount of help going into Africa promised to change all that. The list of particular conflicts and crises needing attention was too long to address in full: Sudan and Somalia, in particular, were left to fester. The urgent crises in Sierra Leone and the Democratic Republic of Congo dominated our efforts. The Security Council sent new missions to the Great Lakes region and West Africa, the first of them led by Holbrooke. These were intensive, fascinating working visits, engaging over consecutive days several African presidents who we felt had to try harder to cooperate and compromise. Some of the time it worked.

There were reasons other than irrational enthusiasm for the new century to explain why morale at the UN had begun to rise. The setting of new targets for the eradication of poverty, however ambitious, seemed to indicate a collective will at the highest levels to grapple with important things that had been left undone. Later in 2000, in a superb piece of bullying diplomacy by Holbrooke, the contentious business of UN funding was sorted out for the foreseeable future. Human and women’s rights started to be handled in a much more pragmatic fashion. Even Fidel Castro came to the UN Millennium Summit to offer Cuban medical help for Africa. Was the UN gloom at last beginning to lift?

There was one issue, however, that never left us alone for long: the Middle East Peace Process. Whenever an incident occurred causing serious Palestinian casualties, the UN majority made their sympathies felt, heavily weighted as they were in favour of the Palestinian cause. Israel’s sovereign statehood was accepted in formal terms by virtually all the UN Member States, but the country remained a pariah in their eyes in many practical respects. Although UN resolutions, and particularly Resolution 242 of 1967 crystallising the concept of an exchange of land for peace, still provided the principles for a comprehensive settlement, it was widely recognised that the machinery of the United Nations was incapable of negotiating a solution. Only the United States possessed the influence and the operational capacity to do that, if the right policy prescription could be found.

The Oslo Peace Accords, signed between the Israelis and the Palestinians in 1993, were supposed to lead to the curbing of Palestinian violence in exchange for the phased withdrawal of Israeli forces from parts of the Gaza Strip and the West Bank. But the consequences of Oslo bore down hard on the Palestinian economy and GDP and employment declined sharply in the years that followed. Restraint proved impossible for Palestinian militants and Israeli reactions to their attacks were swift and brutal. Meanwhile the building or enlarging of Israeli settlements in the West Bank and Gaza continued inexorably and unchecked, despite their clearly illegal status under international law. Time and again bitter Palestinian complaints about over-forceful Israeli military measures were brought to the UN Security Council or the General Assembly, often in the form of draft resolutions; and time and again Member States failed to resolve their differences over the wording or ran into a straight US veto. For the United Kingdom these were always agonising occasions, torn as we were between firm support for Israel’s security and insistence on justice for the Palestinians; and we often drove our EU colleagues to distraction as we looked for one more element of balance to set beside the mild but noticeable European bias in favour of the Palestinians.

During the course of 2000 President Clinton decided to make one last effort to resolve the issue before his term expired. After a tortuous series of preliminary negotiations to narrow the gap on territory, security arrangements, return of refugees, the holy places and all the other historically loaded details of the dispute, the President brought the chief negotiators to Camp David in July to thrash out the final terms of a settlement. The attempt came very close to success: for a short while the American team thought that they had done it. The Israelis under Prime Minister Barak were ready to accept arrangements that no one had believed possible at the start; and on the Palestinian side Yasser Arafat seemed just about ready to close a deal. Both leaders realised that they would be taking a huge risk with their domestic constituencies if they signed up: closure would not be possible unless each of them recognised that achieving only a proportion of their aims would be better than no agreement at all. At the United Nations, where for so long we had not dared to hope that the thorniest issue of all was resolvable, the possibility of a new beginning seemed to open up.

Then, at the last moment, Arafat calculated that he was being asked to concede too much. The initiative came to an abrupt halt. Indeed, Camp David did not merely end in failure; having raised and then dashed expectations amongst those most directly affected in Israel and Palestine, it worsened the atmosphere for their co-existence thereafter. The Palestinian side was widely regarded as carrying the greater responsibility for the breakdown, although there had been no guarantee that the prospective agreement could have been implemented if Arafat had put his name to it.

Less than two months later the security situation deteriorated dramatically. The collapse at Camp David was generally regarded as the principal cause, but Palestinian feelings had been building up to boiling point for some time before that. Desperation over their political and economic conditions led the majority of Palestinians to conclude that they could only regain the diplomatic initiative if they raised the cost of stalemate by expending Palestinian lives in an uprising. The Al-Aqsa intifada grew from these roots. Its earliest stages were set in motion by a badly timed decision on Thursday 28 September by the then Israeli opposition leader, Ariel Sharon, to visit the Temple Mount in the Old City of Jerusalem. This was the holiest site for Judaism but also the third holiest site after Mecca and Medina for Islam and a place of special significance for Christianity. With the status of East Jerusalem remaining to be resolved in an overall settlement, Sharon could not have failed to recognise that such a move would be intensely provocative. The Israeli Government under Ehud Barak attempted to forestall violence by conferring with the Palestinian leadership over the arrangements for the visit, and reactions on the day of the visit were confined to stone-throwing and attempts to break through Sharon’s massive armed security. But Sharon further inflamed feelings by publicly proclaiming the Temple area as eternal Israeli territory, in accordance with Israel’s official policy since 1980 but in blatant disregard of UN resolutions.

After Friday prayers the next day extensive riots broke out around Old Jerusalem in which several Palestinians were shot dead. The violence quickly escalated and in the first six days of the intifada sixty-one Palestinians were killed and 2,657 were injured. Barak switched abruptly from peacemaker to general and Israeli security measures took on a deliberate harshness. Any effort to restore the conditions for a new negotiation was now doomed. Peace proposals and confidence-building measures continued to be drafted and the Quartet of international negotiating teams – the US, the EU, Russia and the UN – worked hard to produce a Road Map for renewed peace talks. But the Israeli Government refused to consider wider issues until security for their citizens could be guaranteed; and Palestinian militants, whom Arafat could not or would not control, relentlessly continued their indiscriminate killing of Israeli civilians and their attacks on Israeli security forces. Extremist attitudes on both sides fed off each other. The consequent loss of life was immense: in the four years to August 2004 over 2,700 Palestinians were killed and nearly 25,000 injured; and Israel lost 1,001 killed and around 6,700 injured. Yasser Arafat was caged in his headquarters in Ramallah and the Israeli authorities refused to do any further business with him. Only when his life ended and he was succeeded by Mahmoud Abbas as President of the Palestinian Authority did the chance return of replacing violence with renewed dialogue.

Nothing with political overtones happens in the Middle East without a direct or indirect connection with the question of Palestine. Iraq was no exception. The atmosphere in New York, apart from a few short months after 9/11, was poisoned again and again during this period by fierce resentment over the condition of the Palestinians, not just within the great majority of UN Member States but also in large parts of the Secretariat. Through his tactically inept and often brutal behaviour Saddam Hussein marred the few chances he had of gaining greater international sympathy. He never seemed to appreciate what advantages he might have gained if he had played the Palestinian card more adeptly. International perceptions of Israel and the United States detracted from objective consideration of US and UK policy on Iraq and sharpened reluctance among UN professionals and many members of the international community to help with the stabilisation of Iraq, even when it might have benefited the same Iraqi people who had received their sympathy under sanctions. It was against this background that Tony Blair insisted time after time with Washington that the Middle East Peace Process had to be given as much attention as Iraq itself; and the UK remained in no doubt throughout our travails on Iraq that the failure to do this exacerbated our policy problems, raised our material costs and wasted lives.

Meanwhile the containment of Iraq was beginning to slip. The period after the adoption of Resolution 1284 saw little progress in New York. The fundamental issue, the capacity of Saddam Hussein to defy the international community and rebuild his strength, was not effectively addressed. Russia in particular attacked the way in which the sanctions policy was implemented by the US and the UK, criticising the huge number of holds they placed on Oil for Food contracts if they contained any item that could conceivably be of military use. This led in early 2001 to a revision and clarification of the list of ‘dual-use’ items subject to sanctions scrutiny, a useful piece of US–Russian diplomacy which brightened the gloom for a few months. All this time, however, Baghdad was learning increasingly cunning ways of milking funds out of the Oil for Food programme.

Verbal fisticuffs were the norm when Iraq was on the Security Council. At working level, members of our Missions cut their diplomatic molars on it. Other delegations stood back when Carne Ross, First Secretary at the UK Mission, and his French counterpart Christophe Bigot climbed into the ring. They both defended their corners with aggression, skill and sometimes splendid humour. The Security Council committee overseeing the Oil for Food policy quarrelled regularly over details, with the US and the UK believing that they were on the side of the angels in trying to restrict the amount of money going into Saddam’s hands from oil sales and contracts, and Russia and France fighting to dilute the effect of sanctions they saw as unjustified and cruel. The politics overwhelmed any sense of consistent management. The Secretariat’s Iraq team was straining to get the Iraqi people fed and supplied while the Iraqi Scylla lunged at them on one side and the Security Council Charybdis tossed them about on the other.

As damaging to the containment of Iraq as any lapse in the Oil for Food effort, but receiving far less public attention during this period, was Iraq’s skill at smuggling materials across its borders. The international monitoring system was nowhere near equal to the task of keeping this under control. Increasingly the leakiest route came to be the road and rail traffic through Syria, which was in effect without any controls at all. From time to time London questioned Washington on the wisdom of leaving open this gaping hole. But smuggling through Syria was hard to stop when the massive traffic passing through its neighbours, Turkey and Jordan, whose wellbeing was of greater interest to us, had become an essential part of their economic activity. Stalemate became inertia. Saddam was encouraged: it reinforced his tactical instinct to keep challenging the UN process. Governments grew tired of the perpetual political skirmishing. Other priorities abounded. As the time came for the change of US President, Iraq never seemed to be this week’s priority.
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11 September Changes the Equation

The American decision to deal with Saddam Hussein once and for all by force originated in two powerful strands of policy thinking, both born of a national-interest logic which only a superpower could have followed: first, the challenge to US international authority which Iraq represented; and second, defence of the homeland through the extended use of power abroad. For everyone else, including the United Kingdom, the reasoning seemed overblown. When I first realised, quite late on in the development of events in the spring of 2002, that US intentions were serious, I was incredulous. I even took a bet with a senior member of my staff in New York that an American attack on Iraq would not take place before I had moved on to retirement in July 2003. It added an edge to the personal challenge which I rather arrogantly set myself to try to prevent the situation from collapsing into war.

At the start of the new millennium Saddam Hussein was unfinished business, a problem which the Bush 2000 campaign team believed should have been laid to rest a decade earlier. Saddam’s survival was a stain on the effective use of US power. Beyond that, his ambition to champion the Arab nationalist cause on Palestine and to bolster his position by acquiring the most dangerous weapons, matching Israel’s own, was growing with his increasing sense of durability in office. The Bush team watched Clinton’s containment policy gradually losing its grip and despised it as weakness.

If the first policy priority related directly to Iraq, the second had to do more nebulously with the threat of terrorism. Preventing terrorist attacks against US interests meant fulfilling a number of complex requirements, among which had to be included the removal of any threat from hostile rogue states. Iraq was on that list, though not necessarily at the top by the criterion of immediate danger. The 9/11 Commission Report, released in July 2004, underlined how, in the late 1990s and in the first few months of George W. Bush’s Presidency, counter-terrorism was just one of a number of policy objectives, with no especial resonance either in government thinking or in the list of US public concerns. It was, in fact, so low on the list of priorities for George W. Bush that he could not make time to meet with Richard Clarke, the man in charge of counter-terrorism in the National Security Council, until September 2001.

The terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001 on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon injected a motivation for action which, although not exclusively concentrated on Iraq, could readily include it. The evidence for this surge of thinking within the Bush White House within days, if not hours, of the 9/11 strikes looks strong, to judge from the accounts of Richard Clarke and the journalist Bob Woodward. The intensification of focus is particularly associated with the input into policy discussion of Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz, backed up by the group of so-called neocons – Richard Perle, Douglas Feith, Lewis Libby, Elliott Abrams and a number of thinkers and writers outside Government – and given powerful encouragement and cover by Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld and especially Vice-President Dick Cheney. Apart from occasional short meetings on my visits from New York to Washington, I had no direct dealings with these policy-makers: the demarcation lines between the UK’s ambassadors in Washington and New York were clear and strong.

Their reasoning was classic superpower thinking. America represented strength based on incontestable democratic values; on 11 September that strength and those values had been directly attacked; Iraq was already a source of challenge to the superpower and to the rule of law and freedom it promoted; Iraq was additionally a supporter of terrorist attacks on Israel and a direct threat to the stability of the world’s most important oil-producing region. Iraq therefore became one of the targets in the US response to 9/11. This leap across at least one logical gap could be defended with aggressive justification, so the neocons reasoned because three thousand innocent victims had been slaughtered and because the lessons of passivity could be drawn from the Clinton and George H. W. Bush eras.

The significance of Israel as a factor in all this has received less attention than I had expected in the Iraq commentaries I have read. No foreign country has an unquestionable claim on American favours. The American people and their requirements come first and last. The relationship with the United Kingdom is close and historic, but it is based mainly on pragmatism, not sentiment – even if pragmatism is given a healthy boost by a certain correlation of values and outlook. The US attachment to Israel contains a stronger ingredient of ideology and sentiment and a smaller dose of pragmatism. History, particularly the history of the twentieth century in Europe, plays an important part in that. So does the strength of religious feeling in many parts of the US population. Israel’s struggle to create its own place in the modern world contains echoes of the foundation of the American republic, when religious outcasts fled persecution and set their sights on a new promised land. But these historical explanations are insufficient to explain those periods in US policy-making, including under the Presidency of George W. Bush, when the strength of government support for Israel rises above the rationale of overall US interests.

Israel could not have existed in its present form without its relationship with the United States. As an independent and established state in the Middle East, it stands out as a democratic oasis in a politically constrained neighbourhood. Its right to secure existence under international law is a cardinal part of European as well as US foreign policy and is accepted in practice by the larger part of the Arab and Muslim world. But it will not be safe until the Palestinian problem is settled and as a state of eight million people it must eventually reach an accommodation with its Arab neighbours, who number three hundred million and rising.

The Israeli people have an acute sense of being under siege and are determined to maintain a military superiority over any combination of potential enemies in the region. Their success in achieving this since their early days as a vulnerable new nation has reinforced America’s loyalty to the idea of Israel’s permanent security, even at a substantial cost. But that cost cannot be limitless. So far, the terrorism from which Israel has suffered as a result of the failure to solve the Palestinian question has not struck the territory of the United States. Al Qaida has other priorities. But there is a danger that the situation in Iraq, as it drags on, will change the perceptions of that part of the international community which is angry about both Palestine and Iraq. In Arab and Muslim popular culture, enflamed by subjective and brutal media images of US military action in Iraq alongside Israeli action with US-supplied weapons to quell the intifada in the Occupied Territories, the two are gradually merging. Natural distaste for violence has started to compete with delight at seeing the United States discomforted. The material threat to US interests has grown more serious than at any point since the end of the Second World War.

This has not yet affected the readiness of the United States to help Israel in its search for lasting security and to listen to Israel’s assessment of the threats arrayed against it. Iran and Iraq have both raised the deepest Israeli suspicions because of their undoubted hostility to the existence of Israel at Palestinian expense, and Israel has justifiably watched the activities of these two countries with extreme vigilance. Iran has a long history of association with groups such as Hezbollah and Islamic Jihad, whose primary motivation is to inflict damage on the territory and immediate interests of Israel. The thought of an Iran with nuclear capability is anathema to Israel. In the case of Iraq, Israel had already acted on one occasion, in its June 1981 strike against the Osirak nuclear reactor, to deny Baghdad an unacceptable advance in military capability; and on another, during the first Gulf War in 1991, had been on the receiving end of Iraqi missile attacks which Baghdad probably had the capacity at the time to arm with chemical or even biological warheads.

I had seen no direct evidence that the Israelis underlined to the Americans during the 1990s the dangers of allowing the cat-and-mouse game between the UN inspectors and the regime in Baghdad to continue indefinitely. A change in administration in Washington was not required for doubts to be sown about the UN’s capacity to ensure that Saddam Hussein never acquired or used WMD. Israel regularly shares its intelligence assessments with its US ally and I knew from my own experience that when its survival was at risk Israel was prepared to make no allowances whatsoever for either Iran or Iraq.

Whether an American assessment of overall US interests has to come out at the same place is a different matter. The stakes for the two nations are not the same. On the whole, from what I have seen close up of American foreign policy decision-making, wise and rational conclusions are drawn in Washington on global security questions more often than extravagant or misguided ones. But Israel’s point of view is almost always given fair wind by at least some quarters in the senior administration. This was the case within the Clinton Presidency. In the team preparing for the Bush campaign, loyalty to the protection of Israel’s security was even more sharply underlined. Israel’s interests were one factor among several in the selection of Iraq for early treatment in a George W. Bush Presidency, but perhaps a factor that helped to tip the scales.

On Tuesday mornings in New York, the fifteen ambassadors of the European Union would gather together in the EU office, two blocks away from the main UN building, to hold their weekly review of events and to plan a coordinated EU approach to UN business. The EU is a powerful player at the United Nations, particularly on economic, social, development and internal management issues. On political and security matters, where in my time EU decisions always required unanimity and where sensitivities about membership of the Security Council crackled across the table, the whole rarely added up to the sum of its parts. I was never quite sure what blowback to expect on Tuesdays.

As my car turned from First Avenue onto 46th Street on Tuesday 11 September, I heard the radio report that a plane had flown into the World Trade Center. ‘Had to happen one day,’ I said, remembering my low flight down the Hudson River a few weeks previously in a friend’s light aircraft, when we had had to avoid several other planes doing the same thing. I still have the photograph I took of the Twin Towers reflected in the polished underwing of the Cessna. Arriving at the EU office, I went straight upstairs to the meeting room. There was no collective discussion of the news flash. The agenda was full of unrelated issues, mostly concerned with the imminent opening of the new season’s General Assembly and the speeches our ministers would be making in it. Then someone with a cellphone said that a second plane seemed to have hit the Towers. The atmosphere immediately changed. This was a deliberate attack. I thought al Qaida but did not say it, as no one seemed to be attempting an analysis. Absurdly loyal to our bureaucratic habits, we tried to return to the banal agenda, but half an hour later the news came through of an explosion at the Pentagon. Someone reported that the UN building was thought to be a target and was closing down. The meeting stopped abruptly. I dashed back to the UK Mission office, which was located on the twenty-eighth floor of the Dag Hammarskjold building on the corner of Second Avenue and 47th Street. From our north-facing office in mid-town Manhattan, you could not see the Twin Towers, but smoke was already visible in the sky. We turned on the television in the conference room and the Mission staff stared glumly at the screen as events unfolded. We watched in silent disbelief as the television showed the first and then the second towers collapsing in a huge pile of dust and rubble. It was hard to digest that this was taking place less than three miles to the south of us.

We reached for our telephones and started to check in with family and colleagues. London was already alive to what had happened and reacting with public statements and crisis procedures. Our sister office at the British Consulate-General was beginning to set up emergency arrangements. Knowing that the World Trade Center could hold up to fifty thousand people, we began to contemplate the possibility of British casualties in four figures.

The dreadful day drew on. We all went through our own personal episodes of reaction, locating – or losing – friends who had been closer to the tragedy. My secretary’s husband, who was known to be in the vicinity, was not heard from for several hours because he was trapped in the subway, but he survived. John O’Neill, the newly appointed Head of Security at the towers, who had predicted an al Qaida strike on the World Trade Center and who had left the FBI in frustration a few weeks earlier when he could not get his views heard, died after returning to the building to help people. I had held a dinner for him at my apartment only a few months before. My wife, Anne, walked across an eerily quiet mid-town New York to a friend’s apartment on Park Avenue and listened to harrowing accounts from a group of grey-faced young executives who had walked there from the financial district.

David Manning, the Prime Minister’s Foreign Policy Adviser and a friend from Paris Embassy days in the 1980s, telephoned in the early afternoon. He was stuck at Kennedy Airport en route from a Washington visit – all flights had been cancelled, perhaps for days. I dispatched a UK mission car to ferry him back to Washington. Soon he had teamed up with a group from the UK Ministry of Defence and the Secret Intelligence Service who had been invited across to discuss the implications, arriving on the only incoming transatlantic flight to operate over those seventy-two hours. Of all the British officials involved with the aftermath of 9/11 up to the start of the Iraq War, David was the one most consistently at the centre of things and the regular line of communication to the Americans.

The next few days at the United Nations reflected a changed world. Within twenty-four hours the Security Council had produced a unanimous resolution, led in its drafting by the quick-footed French, which not only condemned the perpetrators but authorised the use of force to deal with them. Everyone was aware by then that this would probably mean an American attack on Afghanistan. Overnight television reports had conveyed flashes and bangs above Kabul, which many took at first to be the start of a US operation. The resolution went ahead nevertheless, virtually without discussion. It was followed the next day by a similar text in the General Assembly, adopted unanimously without debate. However marginal in terms of effective action, these were signals of the world’s horror at the attack on the United States and its apprehension that terrorism was getting into regions that threatened any established government. For a period a feeling developed that a new kind of international consensus might emerge.

Capitals competed in condolences to Washington, many of them meanwhile counting the loss of their own nationals in the destruction. Tony Blair came to central New York for an hour, accompanied by an imperious Number Ten logistics team and five bus-loads of the UK media, attended a service at St Thomas’s Cathedral on Fifth Avenue and met with British families who had lost relatives. I saw him for a few minutes, but there was no time for any kind of policy discussion before he rushed on to Washington, a day or two behind President Chirac of France, to express British grief and British support. Since these were both genuine enough to earn a high place in American estimation, the assumption began to take shape that the UK would offer material help to the US in any military campaign. The Prime Minister had already that spring, without prompting from the foreign policy machinery in Whitehall, presciently called for a plan of action on Afghanistan to reduce the threat of terrorism, drugs and crime spreading from the failed Taliban state. It was hardly likely that the UK would draw back from involvement now.

At the UN, diplomacy narrowed down to what the United States might do. There was relief that President Bush appeared to be biding his time for a considered rather than an explosive strike against the Taliban. Then we waited for Washington to produce a draft resolution in the Security Council on longer-term action against terrorism. It came the following week, well prepared and reasonable, and negotiating its passage became the first ambassadorial task of the newly arrived John Negroponte, ending the long gap since Richard Holbrooke’s departure in January.

Within sixteen days of the tragedy the Council adopted one of the most far-reaching resolutions in the UN’s history. It mandated states to take a broad range of actions to stifle terrorism on their territories and cooperate globally to prevent terrorist networks from migrating or linking up internationally. No government could remain passive, whatever their experience of terrorism to date. Normally such a commanding text would have required weeks if not months of negotiation. The other members of the Council suggested barely a word of change from the text presented by the US. The country that caused the most bother in the brief drafting discussion turned out to be the United Kingdom, which had concerns about the effect of one sub-paragraph on the domestically sensitive area of its asylum legislation – when I questioned whether this intervention was really necessary I was quickly silenced by Jack Straw. By 28 September Resolution 1373 was in place. A week later I found myself in the chair of the Council committee charged with its implementation. This was a marked departure from the norm of avoiding Permanent Member chairmanship of any Security Council sub-committee and another sign of the extraordinarily forward response of the UN as a whole. Even in these unprecedented circumstances, I was amazed that the organisation had moved in such a positive way.

The eyes of the world were now on Afghanistan. Well before 11 September 2001 the United States had decided to intensify the pressure on Osama bin Laden, who was widely seen as responsible for the 1998 attacks on the American embassies in Nairobi and Dar es Salaam and whom it suspected of planning further and more dramatic attacks on US interests. Bin Laden’s principal operating base had been set up in Afghanistan under the protection of the fundamentalist Taliban regime, the effective controllers of the central and eastern parts of the country after their 1996 coup in Kabul and a government recognised at the UN only by Pakistan and the United Arab Emirates. In October 1999 the UN Security Council had, on a US initiative, unanimously adopted Resolution 1267, imposing limited (by the standards of Iraq) sanctions on the Taliban unless they turned over Osama bin Laden to the authorities in one of the several countries where he had been indicted. Their response had been dismissive. The United States began to prepare alternative ideas for undermining the Taliban’s hold on power, focusing on the anti-Taliban forces (the Northern Alliance) in the Panjshir Valley under the ousted government’s Defence Minister and hero of anti-Soviet resistance, Ahmed Shah Massoud. These efforts bore no early fruit. On 9 September 2001 al Qaida succeeded in infiltrating agents into Massoud’s presence disguised as visiting journalists and assassinated him. The United States, by now receiving interested but not yet well-resourced assistance from the British Government, realised that it would have to start again.

September 11 changed the picture at once. Three days later President Bush named bin Laden and the al Qaida network as the probable perpetrators and issued an ultimatum to all governments, who gave protection to al Qaida or to any other known terrorists to hand them over. Judging that once again the Taliban would take no notice, the Americans launched preparations for a full-scale military campaign in Afghanistan, fortified by the authority contained in Resolution 1368, passed by the Security Council twenty-four hours after the attacks on New York and Washington.

Although the watching world expected an American response within days, George Bush took time to bring together the resources and the planning necessary for a complicated operation in territory that had proved the graveyard for foreign invaders through the centuries. The US Air Force, with some British support in the air and with small deployments of British, Australian, New Zealand and Canadian Special Forces on the ground to direct them, began a sustained bombardment of Taliban and al Qaida targets on 7 October. Pakistan, whose territory was essential for the proper preparation of the ground campaign but many of whose people would, if given the chance, have voted to back the Taliban regime rather than the United States, offered non-military assistance. On 18 November the troops of the Northern Alliance began a sweeping advance across northern Afghanistan, starting with the capture of the key city of Mazar-i-Sharif. By 13 November the Northern Alliance, moving far quicker than their foreign backers had expected, entered Kabul as Taliban resistance evaporated throughout northern Afghanistan. British forces came in swiftly behind them and took control of Kabul’s airport at Bagram. On the 18th the Americans caught a Taliban column on its way from Kabul to Tarinkot and annihilated it from the air. That finished the Taliban as a fighting force. By 2 December a 4,000-man International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) under UK command had moved into Kabul to provide support for the new Afghan Government dominated by the Northern Alliance, who had resisted the idea that a UN-organised peacekeeping operation should take on the task.

The United Nations had nonetheless done its homework on the political front. With the full backing of Washington, Secretary-General Kofi Annan had asked former Algerian Foreign Minister Lakhdar Brahimi, one of his most senior and capable lieutenants, to take on the task of preparing for a new government that would represent a much broader spread of the Afghan people than any of its predecessors. In mid-November the Security Council adopted a resolution setting out the principles for this process and calling on the international community to provide security, humanitarian and economic assistance to the country during its transition. Well before the ousting of the Taliban from Kabul, Brahimi had held discussions with a range of Afghan political and military leaders and, with the shrewd argument that essential outside help would otherwise not be forthcoming, had won their agreement to a stable, broad-based government. Before November ended, talks had started in Bonn between the main factions chaired by Brahimi, who had stubbornly resisted the attempts of Washington and particularly London to lead him by the nose. The Americans, British and others sat back anxiously, wondering how long it might take to produce a governing coalition for one of the most fractious countries on the planet.

Lakhdar Brahimi knew what he was doing. On 5 December, only nine days after the start of the Bonn talks, the four main Afghan factions had signed a power-sharing agreement to form a six-month interim government headed not by a representative of any of the ethnic communities that provided the leadership of the Northern Alliance, but by Hamid Karzai, a member of the important Pushtun tribe like most of the members of the Taliban regime. The conditions for a sustainable coalition of the main players in the country seemed to be coming into place. On 22 December Karzai was sworn in as President in the presence of foreign diplomats, generals and the UN. Seventy-five days after the start of the US-led bombing campaign, a new Afghanistan was born, fragile and uncertain, but with the solid support of the international community behind it and a political structure that held out some hope that in the future Afghan governments would be chosen with the participation and consent of the Afghan people. This was how the international community ought to be working, with the power of nations linked to the UN’s collective legitimacy.

The Afghanistan campaign had, despite the apprehensions, turned out to be brief and effective. The preparations for the aftermath had brought together the elements for a successful political transition. Only one glaring failure stained the record: Osama bin Laden, the man who had signed a religious edict in February 1998 that ‘the killing of Americans and their civilian and military allies is a religious duty’, escaped capture.
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President Bush Comes to the United Nations

I had no privileged view of the immediate top-level reactions to 9/11 in Washington. The Ambassador at the United Nations in New York keeps his nose out of the business of his colleague 200 miles to the south. But Christopher Meyer’s reports, and other evidence since, indicate that the question of Iraq’s possible direct or indirect involvement in the planning or execution of 9/11 was immediately raised. It was done in a way that suggests that the coiled spring of intention to deal with Saddam Hussein’s Iraq had suddenly gone live.

The President, however, kept the impulse within bounds in the early stages. Chapter 10.3 of the 9/11 Commission Report, published in July 2004, carefully examines the sequence of discussions. The Commissioners do not take Richard Clarke’s account of his corridor meeting with President Bush on the evening of 12 September, in which the President asked Clarke to look for any shred of a link between Iraq and al Qaida, as an indication that Bush was seeking an opportunity to attack Iraq. The question was fully examined in the first part of the intensive Camp David session on 15 September, in which the top administration planned their response to 9/11. It did not feature in the later part of the discussion, which focused entirely on Afghanistan as the primary military target for planning purposes. It is right to recall that Washington had to look at two principal issues at this point: what to do about the perpetrators of 9/11 and how to protect the country against any further terrorist attacks. Addressing the second question as a strategic concept, a Defense Department briefing note for the Camp David meeting listed al Qaida, the Taliban and Iraq as priority targets. But that does not mean that they thought Iraq was linked with the first question.

The evidence suggests rather that, with the Vice-President’s backing, the neocon group, and especially Paul Wolfowitz, persistently brought up Iraq in the 9/11 context and tried to indicate that there must be a connection. Wolfowitz and the other neocons were predisposed to believe that only states had the capability massively to harm other states. They insisted that al Qaida, even with Taliban support, could not have accomplished the planning and execution of such a sophisticated series of attacks as 9/11. Secretary of State Colin Powell later told the 9/11 Commissioners that Wolfowitz argued at Camp David that Iraq was ultimately the source of the terrorist problem and should therefore be attacked, but he was not able to justify his belief that Iraq was behind 9/11 itself. President Bush, said Powell, did not give Wolfowitz’s argument much weight. He saw Afghanistan as the priority and he made this clear to the Prime Minister when Blair visited Washington on 20 September. Clarke’s account is also revealing when it describes his team’s gobsmacked reaction to the President’s instruction to research Iraq on 12 September. ‘Wolfowitz must have got to him,’ one of them says. It is a picture of a President trying to take account of all the advice coming at him in a major crisis, when he has no personal experience to link his instincts with the real facts. In the event, he appears to have made sensible judgements on the need to put Afghanistan first.

It is clear nevertheless that the hardliners did not give up. Even if the Afghanistan campaign took up the main attention and energies of the administration for the remainder of 2001, those who had long advocated the removal of Saddam Hussein could see that 9/11 had shifted the context. Already by November the administration had begun to suggest that Iraq might be next. The 11 September attacks had brought to life the potential, in domestic political terms, for winning public acceptance for the use of military force against Iraq. Arguments could now be constructed for persuading the President that American security could only be assured by changing things for good in Iraq. George W. Bush appears to have had an instinctive sympathy for regarding Iraq as the enemy of the United States, but he was not convinced in the first months of his Presidency that this deserved urgent attention over everything else. A shrewd political operator, as his 2004 re-election campaign further established, he was not going to go out on a limb for a costly operation that would not attract public support. The transformation of the United States on 11 September into a victim with manifest right on its side turned him into a war President with a much higher level of public sympathy. He quickly became comfortable with that, and stayed comfortable.

Aside from the reasoning that drew the administration into constructing a policy basis for attacking Iraq because they wanted to do it, there was a further rationale for doing it – those involved would of course call it the only rationale: the belief that neutralising Iraq was genuinely necessary in the US’s security interests. No one was quite sure what Iraqi capabilities amounted to. Intelligence on Iraq had been thin for several years. Why? Was it because Iraq was such a hard target? Because Iraqi concealment was so skilful? Or because there was nothing to report? The last of these seemed to be the most improbable. Saddam had been up to no good for more than two decades and his rhetoric suggested that his intentions were undiminished. Everything that had gone before produced a heightened tendency to magnify the indications of trouble. After 9/11, with all sorts of questions being asked as to why the Government had failed to spot what was coming, no President could afford to get it wrong again. Of all the scenarios that were then examined by the countries most likely to be the continuing targets of terrorism, WMD terrorism was (and remains) the most terrifying. If risks had to be taken, they should be on the side of over- not under-insurance.

This impulsion came through as strongly on the British side as on the American. Later, in 2004, when giving evidence to Lord Butler’s Intelligence Review, Tony Blair is quoted verbatim in a description of his concerns about WMD and terrorism, derived from intelligence reporting and starting well before 9/11:


There was quite a lot of stuff about bin Laden and his desire to acquire WMD of one sort or another and I was quite often saying … ‘What are we actually doing about this?’ … There was a lot to make me concerned about this and actually at the first meeting I had with George Bush in February 2001 I raised it with him but … after September 11 it took on a completely different aspect … What changed for me with September 11 was that I thought then you have to change your mindset … you have to go out and get after the different aspects of this threat … you have to deal with this because otherwise the threat will grow … you have to take a stand, you have to say, ‘Right we are not going to allow the development of WMD in breach of the will of the international community to continue.’



I shall examine later why the conviction built up that Iraq possessed actual weapons of mass destruction, which in theory could be passed on to terrorist groups. For all the political contention between leading states about the policy of the US and the UK on handling the Iraq problem, no one could be sure of the extent of Saddam Hussein’s deception and mendacity. It was one of the reasons why the hostility to pre-emptive action in the UN Security Council and elsewhere was not fiercer than it was. This was true after 9/11 and it remained true during the negotiations in New York leading up to the final decision to go to war in March 2003.

Exaggerated as the obsession with Iraq may have been in some quarters in Washington, there were strong reasons for responsible leadership to be worried about Iraq’s capability. There is no need here to repeat the story, covered in American books and articles, of the military planning that US Central Command (CENTCOM) took forward from the end of 2001 onwards under the general direction of President Bush. It proceeded below the horizon of my view of things in New York, but that is neither here nor there. The circle of advisers close to Prime Minister Blair in London became increasingly conscious from the start of 2002 that American preparations for conflict were taking on greater shape and detail. This coloured the assurances from Washington that no decisions of principle had been taken to move to a conflict with Iraq, since it grew steadily more obvious that the theoretical option to use force was being gradually honed into a practical one. But everything remained in play from the viewpoint of a UK Government that did not want a war, but wanted the power of the United States to make a difference.

The State of the Union speech which Bush delivered at the end of January 2002 rang alarm bells in a number of quarters with its famous characterisation of Iraq, Iran and North Korea as an ‘axis of evil’. ‘Iraq’, the President said, ‘continues to flaunt its hostility toward America and to support terror. The Iraqi regime has plotted to develop anthrax, and nerve gas, and nuclear weapons for over a decade.’ But the speech did not carry the message as far as I was concerned that the United States must be preparing a direct attack on Iraq. It seemed much more likely that the principal targets of that rhetoric were Iran and North Korea, and especially Iran. The use of those particular words, so uncomfortable to the ear of any Briton brought up in the tradition of understatement, was carefully calculated in Washington to have an exaggerated effect. Whether or not the pace was picking up towards the invasion of Iraq, Baghdad had pride of place in the list of hostile states spitting in America’s face. Comparing Iraq with the other two did not constitute sabre-rattling against Saddam. North Korea largely fell outside the field of subtle or not-so-subtle diplomatic signals: it would have to be handled in its own exceptional environment. Iran, by contrast, was clearly up to this point enjoying the feeling that tweaking Big Satan’s tail was relatively cost free. The lumping in of Tehran with Baghdad and Pyongyang in such a public and insulting way delivered a genuine shock. It actually did succeed in changing Iran’s behaviour in the weeks that followed, in that Tehran began to take more seriously the need to adjust to the requirements of the International Atomic Energy Authority in the handling of its nuclear facilities and materials. That might have been a tactical rather than a fully substantive move, as later events showed. But it was a move.

So it came as a surprise, which I was reluctant to take at face value, when my Singaporean colleague at the UN, the savvy and well-connected Kishore Mahbubani, returned from a visit to Washington in March 2002 to say that his contacts were assuring him that rumours of deliberate preparations for an attack on Iraq were true. He had been hoping that I could confirm the story, from a position of superior knowledge. I could not; and I could not see that such a policy fitted the real threat. Much later I learnt that David Manning and his team in Downing Street had been made aware of the build-up towards war and were worried that, with regime change as its justification, it might not be sustainable as a politically acceptable policy in the UK. But Number Ten does not tell the Foreign Office everything and neither of them feels bound to fill in the Ambassador in New York unless there is an operational reason or the chance of a private conversation without using the open line. That was why I made sure I regularly came back to London, to keep both my formal lines to the Foreign Office and my more informal ones to Number Ten open. While I was fretting about Africa or involving myself in excruciating negotiations over Middle East resolutions or the International Criminal Court, Singapore stole a march on me over Iraq.

Tony Blair’s visit to the United States to see President Bush at his ranch in Crawford, Texas, in the first week of April, with only David Manning, Jonathan Powell and Alastair Campbell with him from Downing Street, turned out to be the catalyst for the widening of consciousness in the UK foreign policy team of what was at stake over Iraq. At Crawford the two leaders held face-to-face talks for the first time on the live possibility of a joint operation against Saddam Hussein. From that moment on, whatever the general statements of principle that had earlier passed between Blair and Bush on the potential role of the United Kingdom in a military coalition, the precise conditions became a rolling negotiation.

Two fundamental points lay at the heart of UK concerns. The first of these was inescapable. The United Kingdom had to establish a basis in international law for the use of military force. This could not be regarded merely as an item that Tony Blair knew he had to tick off if he was to gather the Parliamentary and domestic support for a British attack on Iraq. The United Kingdom relies upon the proper working of the international system, with the UN at its centre, for the pursuit and defence of our global interests. Cherry-picking when it suits us for short-term reasons leaves us worse off in the longer term. We are not a superpower and we cannot cope with the blowback if we forget that. The Prime Minister had set this out in clear language in public and in private, not least in his wide-ranging and very personal speech in Chicago in April 1999, which proposed rules for the collective handling of dangerous states under the aegis of a reformed UN. ‘Any rules’, he said, ‘will only work if we have reformed international institutions with which to apply them. If we want a world ruled by law and by international cooperation, then we have to support the UN as its central pillar.’ No American administration of either political persuasion would have uttered such words. The international and legal rationale for the UK was something the Americans realised from an early stage.

The second condition on which the Prime Minister placed emphasis was progress in the Middle East Peace Process. While this came to stand in the highly desirable rather than the essential category, he felt very strongly about it for two reasons. First, the violent stand-off between the Israelis and the Palestinians continued to poison the international atmosphere more than any other single issue. Second, its costs were piling up: sensible reform in the Arab world, a stable region of oil production in the Gulf, Muslim relations with the rest of the world, international order and justice, the defeat of terrorism, all were held hostage in one way or another by the absence of a settlement. Iraq as a challenge would prove harder to overcome if the temperature remained high on Palestine. The two had to be tackled in parallel.

Blair made this abundantly clear at Crawford. He was listened to by Bush. The other members of the Bush team all saw the point. The meeting led to a well-crafted speech by the President a few weeks later, on 24 June, in which a President of the United States declared for the first time that he supported a two-state solution for the Middle East problem, with Palestine and Israel living side by side in peace and security at the end of a settlement process. But as a condition for the UK’s inclusion in a fighting alliance against Iraq, pushing for a solution to the Israel–Palestinian conflict was a less clear-cut issue than legality. As far as I could tell, the precise meaning of parallel action on the Middle East Peace Process (MEPP) was never spelt out. There was a gut feeling on the UK side that the link between the two issues would never provide a block on American action. Nor was it going to become a satisfactory reason for the UK to hold back from participation if the rationale for confronting Saddam Hussein flowed independently from the threat in Iraq.

It is worth looking for a moment at the words used publicly by Tony Blair on 7 April 2002, immediately after his talks at Crawford, in a speech at the George Bush Senior Presidential Library in College Station, Texas. They would have been drafted earlier but revised up to the last minute to take account of the bilateral discussions. They had to find a balance between the American emphasis on regime change in Iraq and the British requirement for a legally convincing case. The two paragraphs, inside a broad-ranging address spelling out the Prime Minister’s foreign policy philosophy, read as follows:


As for Iraq, I know that some fear precipitate action. They needn’t. We will proceed, as we did after September 11, in a calm, measured, sensible but firm way. But leaving Iraq to develop WMD, in flagrant breach of no less than nine separate UN Security Council resolutions, refusing still to allow weapons inspectors back to do their work properly, is not an option. The regime of Saddam is detestable. Brutal, repressive, political opponents routinely tortured and executed: it is a regime without a qualm in sacrificing the lives of its citizens to preserve itself or starting wars with neighbouring states, and it has used chemical weapons against its own people.

As I say, the moment for decision on how to act is not yet with us. But to allow WMD to be developed by a state like Iraq without let or hindrance would be grossly to ignore the lessons of September 11 and we will not do it. The message to Saddam is clear: he has to let the inspectors back in, anyone, any time, any place that the international community demands.



The passage would have been revealing in a number of ways – and I shall attempt to keep hindsight at bay – to any foreign diplomat used to dissecting the speeches of a political leader in order to fathom what he is trying either to convey or to hide. Most diplomatic services would not on this issue have been delving into every utterance from the British Government, because they would have been focusing on what came out of the American machine. But I can imagine Sergey Lavrov, my perceptive, Soviet-trained Russian colleague at the UN, wondering what pressures the Brits were coming under if they were succumbing to the US momentum on Iraq. The way the passage was presented and drafted suggested that the Prime Minister himself was worried about precipitate action; weapons of mass destruction were the principal concern; the British team had to deal with other arguments for threatening military action, which carried some force; but WMD were what the world should bear principally in mind; the issue was live because of September 11.

But what about the underlying position of the British Prime Minister? As I saw it, he was not ready to make any hard-and-fast decision about using force against Saddam Hussein. He was aware that September 11 had changed the context: the rhetoric against Saddam’s brutality had to be stepped up to compensate for the fact that the threat represented by Saddam was not materially different in 2002 from the early 1990s. The UK had to remain within reach of the Americans but keep the focus on WMD, and so the next essential test of Saddam should be to accept the inspectors back in – a substantially weaker demand than would have emerged from George W. Bush if he had spoken on the same day.

Those watching on the touchline would also have been asking themselves why the United Kingdom was associating itself quite so closely with the United States on Iraq. Many might simply have regarded it as a fact of life that where the US went, the UK followed. Certainly on Iraq the pairing was a regular feature of UN debate. Others more familiar with the whole international agenda would have been aware that the UK and the US were by no means on the same side of the argument on every issue and that even on Iraq there were important differences of emphasis and approach.

Tense moments of argument did occasionally erupt. 10 Downing Street, at whatever level, was the usual channel of communication with the Americans, both because the Prime Minister needed to be in control of the overall operational relationship on Iraq and because only he or his immediate advisers could reach the parts of the US system that might act on UK proposals or advice. Of the Number Ten team, I was closest to David Manning, a long-time Foreign Office colleague and friend, and I was often aware of the intensive conversations he would have with Condoleezza Rice, drawing on the full balance of UK credit in the bank, to grind out the implications of a particular action. Other players at the UK end – including me – would often offer items for Number Ten to raise with Washington but have them filtered out as falling below the category of essential on that particular day. Such was the quantity of business across a broad range of political, diplomatic, military and procedural issues that it was rarely possible to have a rounded discussion about how everything fitted with everything else. The fundamental factor that coloured the whole relationship over Iraq – and indeed does so on virtually all US–UK business even where the broad objective is shared – was that the US was in the lead and the UK had to fit in behind.

Why does the UK get into this position with the United States and what does it achieve for UK interests? The question is asked again and again by Parliament, the media and the public in the UK and by diplomatic observers around the globe. The term ‘Special Relationship’ has an element of truth in it, but it is not used within the Foreign Office or the Diplomatic Service abroad except with heavy inverted commas. Access and influence have to be earned and often paid for. In my experience, from two postings in Washington as well as from regular dealings with the United States in every other diplomatic job, you are much more likely to come across an American with a sceptical view of the UK and all its works than one with a sentimental view. With either you have to prove the worth of the British input to the US in some material way. The frequency with which we do offer something of value suggests both that the American system is a long way from being self-sufficient and that the UK can genuinely fill some of the gaps. But we are constantly reminded of the reality that, in almost every instance, we are small beer compared with the volume and power of the United States. The extent of our influence is constrained and it never does us any good to forget it.

What does the United Kingdom gain from this interesting, mostly rewarding but partly subservient relationship? And why does this question cause such trouble? The predisposition of successive Prime Ministers to spend time, energy and political capital on the relationship with the United States cannot be lightly dismissed as a vanity.

The biggest problem is that the returns from working closely with the superpower appear largely unquantifiable. The UK acquires a good deal of information from the partnership which it would not otherwise collect, not least on security and intelligence matters. A posting in Washington is unusual in a number of ways, but unique in the fact that the UK picks up from its host more useful information than it gives away. Virtually everywhere else it is the other way round. But useful for what? We do not have to play in the same league as the biggest powers. Are we trying to stay up there as a historical habit, when our real profile of affordable interests suggests a more modest self-categorisation? We also keep our skills sharpened in the diplomatic, military and intelligence fields through the incentive to stay within reach of American performance. UK capabilities in these areas, individual for individual, are regarded as high. Finally, we benefit from having the United States as an ally and partner in struggles to implement the world’s agenda in our favour against other interest blocs and cultures – nowadays largely non-military struggles, thank goodness, but the outcomes in Europe in 1918, 1945 and 1990 cannot yet be consigned to the shelf of irrelevant history. Nonetheless, the United Kingdom does not completely lack alternatives, primarily in the form of partners and neighbours in the new Europe. Many people in the UK might be perfectly content either to take the risk of lower dependence on the US in a mainly peaceful world or to rely on allies closer to home.

But there is one further calculation that the United Kingdom has to make. How much are we saving in straightforward economic terms by avoiding independent responsibility for our national defence? The decision of the United States to remain a European power from the 1940s through to the 1990s removed our most obvious potential enemy, the Soviet Union, and guaranteed the security of a gradually reuniting and self-obsessed Europe. The peacefulness of Europe is now assured. The size of current defence budgets shows that the nations of Europe have taken a bet on the absence of enemies beyond the foreseeable future. Yet the United States, for all its loyalty to NATO as an alliance, can no longer be safely regarded as a European power. It is a global power with interests in Europe that may be greater or lesser at any one time than its interests in another continent. The US stake in Asia, for instance, has been coming up on the inside track for a while now.

What long-term arrangements are the Europeans going to make in an unpredictable world? To be independent and trust international institutions to preserve a global peace? To be independent and raise defence budgets to the point of reasonable self-sufficiency? Or to be to some extent dependent on the United States? The first two of these options suggest a significant detachment from reality. The third grates. But they are real choices. And whether the first or the third route brings us security – because as sure as eggs are eggs we have not so far chosen the second – stems not so much from where the Europeans have consciously decided to place themselves as from the decisions that might or might not come out of Washington.

It makes sense in these circumstances to invest in the insurance policy which the United States represents and pay a premium now and again. That the United Kingdom should stand out for doing so reflects two things: first, the greater capacity of the UK to relate such an investment to a natural affinity with American values and interests, whereas France, often with support from Germany, has aligned its national identity with a Europe that is distinct from the US; and second, the inclination of many other Europeans to assume that they will have solved the problem of the security gap before they have to call again on the United States. The case for sticking with the only country capable of global power projection when global security is such a tricky business and when the consequences of globalisation are so unpredictable is actually quite strong. Exactly how any particular Prime Minister interprets that incentive, including its limits, is part of his leadership responsibility. Iraq undoubtedly represents an instance when this approach has been truly tested. But that is not a reason to denigrate the national interest calculation behind the general stance.

After the Crawford bilateral summit the momentum began to gather on Iraq in material ways. The US military planning process took on a life of its own, going through a series of refinements that increasingly clarified who might do what in what strength at a particular time or place. The UK Ministry of Defence had to start doing some hard contingency work of their own in case they fell so far behind that they dropped out of the running. Both exercises were under firm political control. The Americans at one stage thought they might be ready to respond to an instruction to launch an invasion in the autumn of 2002, but early 2003 gradually asserted itself as the most practical timing for a large-scale assault.

The mantra that nothing had been decided and decisions would take account of all the circumstances was true in a literal sense up until quite shortly before military action began in March 2003. But the cumulative weight of the preparations made itself felt. As the spring of 2002 turned into summer, the pressures grew on the United Kingdom to reach a clear-cut position. The senior levels of the administration in Washington understood Tony Blair to have committed himself to active support of the United States – if force had to be used against Iraq – from quite early on in 2002. I know of no moment when the Prime Minister either used words of unconditional support or set out the conditions. When historians are able to pore over the released documents in a few decades’ time this may prove to be wrong, but I know that his advisers were occasionally tearing out their hair because he did not draw a line. I gained the impression that the unequivocal gestures of solidarity after 9/11 moved first into natural and readily explicable assistance in Afghanistan. They then mutated into the assurance of ‘I am still with you in this, George’ when Iraq came so solidly into American sights that it was worth discussing with the Brits. Tony Blair believed in the necessity of removing the Iraqi threat and believed in the primacy of the US–UK security relationship. To stay properly positioned on both he needed to flow with the US current.

The difficulties for the UK in the US presentation of the reasons for striking at Saddam Hussein grew as the summer heated up. I doubt whether Washington’s publicly expressed rationale, which changed and accumulated with the passage of time, differed greatly from the US administration’s thoughts in private. From one mouth or another, the real thinking tended to come out. Saddam was a threat to the United States that should have been dealt with long ago. He possessed highly dangerous weapons which he had used in the past and he was trying to develop more. In this he was defying the United Nations. He was a brutal oppressor of his people. He supported terrorism and had links with terrorists, some of whom might or might not have had a hand in 9/11. He lived in a fragile region where US interests were numerous. The one policy connection which I do not remember surfacing at the time, and which remains the subject of speculation, is with the sustainability of the American presence in Saudi Arabia. It has been alleged that Washington was beginning to doubt that US troops could long remain in the Kingdom if the internal reaction against such a visible foreign presence continued to grow and possibly feed terrorist motivations. Yet the US could not leave Saudi Arabia vulnerable to Iraqi hostility. The withdrawal of US troops would therefore have to be preceded by the removal of the Iraqi threat. This is a perfectly plausible line of reasoning and I believe it entered into American calculations, but I do not recall it coming up in US–UK discussions and it was understandably not an easy case to present in public.

The UK side was concerned that putting out a long list of reasons for the possible use of force, and particularly building up regime-change arguments, looked too much like special pleading without a clear eye on international law. A gap opened up between the two governments over what their public pronouncements were aiming to achieve. In effect the United States wished to establish in the eyes of the American people that action against Iraq was politically legitimate. The Congressional vote in October 2002 authorising the President to use force against Iraq was of immense importance to the White House. The American system was not especially sensitive or vulnerable to any link between the international position and the domestic one. On the contrary, a suspicion of international institutions runs deep in the United States and the 9/11 attacks infused the nation with a marked impatience with anything but the most vigorous action. For the UK it was different. Parliament would not support an act of aggression that broke international law.

Exchanges between London and Washington through the summer made this point repeatedly. It was received with understanding in some American offices and not in others. London could not be sure that it was gaining traction when a warm breeze from one direction was cancelled out by a cold blast from the other. It became necessary to deliver the argument in a context of sheer pragmatic US interests.

As the debate within the administration gradually squeezed out any hopes of British procrastination, London spent July underlining in earnest that there were limits – not to their courage or commitment, but to the legal scope and therefore the political room for manoeuvre in the UK. David Manning visited Washington at the end of July to go over the arguments in person with his opposite number, Condoleezza Rice. During the course of their conversation the President happened to drop by Condi’s office – these coincidences are sometimes arranged – and Manning put the UK position succinctly and emphatically to him. The UK would need an international basis for taking military action if British troops were to be involved. This was not just a matter of the political facts of life in the UK. It was crucial in the British view to have international partners in such an operation and few would materialise unless possibilities at the UN had been tested to the limit. The US ought to be aware that if the UK were to back out, the chances of building a solid international partnership would be significantly reduced.

In early August Secretary of State Powell decided that the argument for wider international backing must be put directly to the President. Bob Woodward describes in his book Plan of Attack Powell’s unusually long and detailed meeting with Bush on 5 August – the ‘You break it, you own it’ meeting. A few days later, Jack Straw came across for a long, private discussion with Powell on Long Island, which reinforced the Secretary’s understanding of what would be involved in constructing an alliance with, as a minimum, the UK. The US media began to pick up that Powell was arguing that the only way to achieve the US objective was to gather a coalition. Powell’s input, on top of but more powerful than the British one, set a policy contest going within the administration for the remainder of the month, as the ‘keep it focused’ brigade emphasised the disadvantages of expanding the team and losing control and momentum. Certain aspects of the debate were reflected in the inevitable press comment, as unattributable briefings attempted to swing the process. At other moments the hardline attack was public and aggressive. On 26 August, in a bellicose speech to American Veterans in Nashville, Vice-President Cheney directly raised the spectre of an Iraqi nuclear bomb. ‘The Iraqis continue to pursue the nuclear programme they began so many years ago … We now know that Saddam has resumed his efforts to acquire nuclear weapons … Many of us are convinced that Saddam will acquire nuclear weapons fairly soon.’ We were startled by the categorical language, which we knew was exaggerated, but at least the focus was on WMD and not regime change for its own sake.

At the end of August, when President Bush was still on holiday in Texas and the senior members of the administration were divided between Texas and Washington, a decisive conference call took place between the senior Americans. It is not covered in the Woodward book, but the British picked up echoes of it later. Colin Powell, at a disadvantage in Washington when the Vice-President and Secretary of Defense were down in Crawford, set out once again the fundamental rationale for taking the UN route in the next stage – the value of having allies. Others put the opposing case that the US would lose more by way of reduced momentum than allies could add. The conference call ended with the President saying clearly and firmly that he did not want the United States to act alone.

The matter did not end there. Vice-President Cheney continued to present his case in public, to the extent of exciting press comment as to whether he was being loyal to the President. Private debate within the administration also continued. The sheer weight of the military planning and build-up exerted its own pressures. The UK team had to sit and watch the ball flying backwards and forwards over the net for several more days.

The date of the President’s annual speech to the UN General Assembly, which was set to be the vehicle for a declaration of US policy on the Iraq question, was fixed for 12 September. On the weekend of 7–8 September Blair and his immediate Number Ten team crossed the Atlantic for a meeting with Bush at Camp David. It was at this meeting that the President finally gave an undertaking to the Prime Minister that he would bring the issue to the UN, in the form of a new resolution, as the British side understood it, which would call for the return of the UN inspectors. In return, Bush drew an unequivocal promise from Blair that British troops would participate in any military operation that proved necessary. The Prime Minister used the same phrase as on previous occasions: ‘I’m with you.’ This time, however, the circumstances and conditions were more clearly identifiable. The United Nations would be given the opportunity to compel Saddam Hussein to divest himself completely and verifiably of weapons of mass destruction. If they failed, military force would be used. The corollary of the arrangement was that if the UN succeeded, force would not be used. It was not spelt out in up-front terms, in part because of the virulent scepticism in some Washington quarters that the UN would be capable of doing any such thing. But that understanding was an important pillar of the British approach for the next few months.

The four days leading up to 12 September produced some elements of minor farce as the British tried to discover the exact terms that the President was going to use at the lectern in the General Assembly. Christopher Meyer’s Embassy in Washington went digging, but even their excellent contacts and access did not break through on this one. I had a go in New York with the US Mission at the UN, but John Negroponte had nothing to offer. Reassuring noises were made that it would be all right on the day, but the detail was being held extremely close. We were finally shown a copy of the text only on the morning of the 12th. The speech was full of fire and brimstone against the regime of Saddam Hussein. It left no one in any doubt that the United States would resort to military force if necessary to see every requirement of the numerous resolutions fulfilled. But it did include the phrase that we had been lobbying for: that the US would come to the Security Council for a fresh resolution.

Only after the speech had been delivered, while we were circulating around to gather reactions, did we learn that there had been a last-minute glitch in the preparation of the text. Unaccountably, as the speech-writing team would not survive long if this happened at all regularly, the text placed on the electronic reader at the lectern turned out to have been the penultimate and not the final version. It was missing the words about the fresh resolution. The President spotted the lacuna as he was speaking and supplied the phrase from his memory: ‘We will work with the UN Security Council for the necessary resolutions.’ This was a smart piece of filling in, since reading a controversial speech to a thousand people in the room and another several hundred million watching their televisions does not leave huge scope for fast footwork. But Bush’s use of the plural – ‘resolutions’ – set a hare running. The French, for one, had been pressing very hard for a process that would include one resolution to get the inspectors back into Iraq and a second to deliver a judgement on how the Iraqi Government had responded to them. The Americans had been adamant that they would not subject themselves to the delays and equivocation that two resolutions would be bound to entail. The word was supposed to be in the singular in the speech. We – because Brits as well as Americans found themselves rushing round to repair the dyke – had a job to do to bring the French delegation back down to earth by explaining that the plural was a slip of the tongue. Not for the first or last time, the expression of distaste and disbelief on Gallic countenances was an eloquent comment on their limited faith in what they were hearing. A gremlin had struck in the precise spot that was to cause us so much agony over the coming weeks and months.

The 12 September speech set down a fundamental test for Saddam Hussein. He should accept the return of the UN inspectors and deliver up to them all the material and documents on WMD demanded by the UN resolutions or face the military might of the United States. While many members of the United Nations found the aggressive rhetoric of the speech distasteful, few were interested in speaking up for Saddam Hussein and there was universal relief that the US had finally decided to take the multilateral route, even temporarily. Since this important development laid the basis for the negotiations and indeed everything else that followed, it is worth setting out some of the President’s precise terms, which followed closely the conditions set out in Resolution 687:


Delegates to the General Assembly, we have been more than patient. We’ve tried sanctions. We’ve tried the carrot of oil for food and the stick of Coalition military strikes. But Saddam Hussein has defied all these efforts and continues to develop weapons of mass destruction. The first time we may be completely certain he has nuclear weapons is when, God forbids, he uses one. We owe it to all our citizens to do everything in our power to prevent that day from coming. The conduct of the Iraqi regime is a threat to the authority of the United Nations, and a threat to peace. Iraq has answered a decade of UN demands with a decade of defiance … Are Security Council resolutions to be honoured and enforced, or cast aside without consequence? Will the United Nations serve the purpose of its founding, or will it be irrelevant?

If the Iraqi regime wishes peace, it will immediately and unconditionally forswear, disclose and remove or destroy all weapons of mass destruction, long-range missiles and all related material. If the Iraqi regime wishes peace, it will immediately end all support for terrorism and act to suppress it … If the Iraqi regime wishes peace, it will cease persecution of its civilian population, including Shia, Sunnis, Kurds, Turkomans and others, as required by Security Council resolutions. If the Iraqi regime wishes peace, it will release or account for all Gulf War personnel whose fate is still unknown. It will return the remains of any who are deceased, return stolen property, accept liability for losses resulting from the invasion of Kuwait, and fully cooperate with international efforts to resolve these issues … If the Iraqi regime wishes peace, it will immediately end all illicit trade outside the oil for food programme. It will accept UN administration of funds from that programme …

If all these steps are taken, it will signal a new openness and accountability in Iraq. And it could open the prospect of the UN helping to build a government that represents all Iraqis – a government based on respect for human rights, economic liberty, and internationally supervised elections …

My nation will work with the UN Security Council to meet our common challenge. If Iraq’s regime defies us again, the world must move deliberately, decisively to hold Iraq to account. We will work with the UN Security Council for the necessary resolutions. But the purposes of the United States should not be doubted. The Security Council resolutions will be enforced – the just demands of peace and security will be met – or action will be unavoidable.



Saddam Hussein was cornered. His strategy had for some time been based on the objective of escaping from sanctions without losing his capacity to rebuild his military strength, including his WMD capability. As we now know, he did not possess any stocks of chemical or biological weapons, although the scientific expertise and a few of the necessary ingredients lay within reach. His nuclear programme was years away from a usable weapon even if he had had the freedom to pursue it. His one area of continuing development, on which he was spending a good deal of effort and money, was longer-range missiles. It was a significant part of his make-up and his motivation to retain the image of major military potential, without which he could not present himself as a champion of the Arab masses, a match for Israel and a much too dangerous target for any Iranian attack in the future.

Nevertheless to slam the door on renewed inspections at this point would have been suicide. The body of UN resolutions over the years was crystal clear about his obligations. He had made life as difficult as possible for the previous inspection teams and he had managed to avoid the sole blame, in the eyes of the majority of UN members, for the exit of Richard Butler’s UNSCOM in 1998. But he could not afford to block a move that the UN community supported by a large majority. We picked up evidence that, at Kofi Annan’s instigation, the UN Secretariat put a strong case to Baghdad for doing what it had been asked. Angry as Saddam was at the scathing and scornful terms of the 12 September speech, he decided to give some ground.

On 16 September a letter arrived at the office of the UN Secretary-General, full of defiant rhetoric but conceding that the inspectors, already constituted for more than two years as the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) under Hans Blix as Executive Chairman, could return to Iraq if the appropriate arrangements were negotiated. To emphasise the bad grace with which he had come to this decision, Saddam authorised his Foreign Minister to use Iraq’s speaking slot at the General Assembly two days later to deliver a virulent diatribe in his name. He railed against the United States and the international community as a whole for believing that Iraq still possessed WMD and for the suffering the sanctions had caused his people. This speech came close to revoking the Iraqi acceptance of the inspectors’ return. But the United States wisely chose to regard the 16 September letter as Iraq’s official position and the rest of the UN did not demur.

Having reached the point in the story where the negotiating in the Security Council began in earnest over the detailed procedures for the inspectors’ return, it is worth pausing for a moment to re-examine the reasons why the US and the UK, and indeed many others, believed that Iraq possessed weapons of mass destruction. This was the point, mid-September 2002, at which the British Government took the decision to publish their famous dossier setting out the evidence, drawing largely on intelligence sources. The preparation of this document had started much earlier in the year and a form of it had been ready for issue the previous March. It was a measure of my lack of awareness of how far the expectation of an eventual military operation had advanced in London that I argued from New York that publication in March held some serious disadvantages. London had perceived the need to deepen the public’s understanding of the Iraqi threat in case a decision to start military action, with British involvement already likely, was sprung on them by Washington. I saw the UN community being startled by the belligerent connotations of such a move and finding it hard to accept the truth of the allegations in the dossier unless objective UN assessors were in place to back them up. The Prime Minister’s office decided in the end to postpone the launch, as much because they found themselves out in front of the US administration on public exposition of the intelligence findings as because of the internal debate within the UK team.

The six-month period before the dossier actually hit the newsstands allowed a certain amount of further refinement of the material, to which I was not asked to contribute. The passage of time also brought publication into a different context, that of the President’s challenge to the UN and the return of the inspectors. Nevertheless it still made me uneasy that we were revealing to the world both what we knew and what we did not know; and I thought it unlikely that this presentation of the facts would convince the sceptics at the UN or in the capitals that mattered. If we had possessed a crunching block of evidence, surely we would have given a private briefing to those of our allies who were cleared to see whatever level of intelligence was involved. Even the Russians and the Chinese, who might not be in that category, could have been persuaded that we knew what we were talking about. From what I read of the dossier before publication, it did not appear to me to deliver any hammer blows, but the decision was not mine to make. I muttered a couple of times and was then advised by the Foreign Office to shut up.

In summary the facts were these, as I saw them at the time. There was no doubt whatsoever that Iraq had long harboured ambitions to develop a WMD capability and had actually used chemical weapons in the 1980s. Saddam Hussein could have used chemical weapons in 1991 but chose not to. The work of UNSCOM after the First Gulf War confirmed the existence of residual programmes and revealed that work on biological weapons had advanced further than expected up to 1990. A constant drip of intelligence reports from what seemed to be a fair variety of sources indicated that Saddam Hussein’s ambitions had not diminished and that biological and chemical materials continued to be concealed by the Iraqi regime. In particular, a long-range missile programme was being actively developed to fit either conventional or WMD warheads. It was clear that no industrial nuclear weapon development was under way inside Iraq: that would have left too many obvious signs, with or without inspectors on the spot. But we had indications – not just from documents that later proved to be forgeries – that Saddam might well be searching for overseas supplies of materials and technology useful for the continuation of a nuclear programme whenever he regained the opportunity. The regime in Baghdad had established a sophisticated concealment operation and they were confident that they could prevent the UN inspectors from finding any incriminating material.

Chapter Five of Lord Butler’s Report, published in July 2004, brought an unprecedented amount of reliable detail into the public domain on the intelligence that was available to the British Government in the period from September 2001 to March 2003. The Report reminds us that Government concerns about proliferation of weapons of mass destruction extended much wider than Iraq, contributing to a sense of what one Butler Review witness called a ‘creeping tide’ of proliferation and growth in the nuclear, biological, chemical and ballistic missile capabilities of countries of concern. By early 2002, Butler records, readers of intelligence assessments prepared for ministers by the UK’s Joint Intelligence Committee (JIC), would have had an impression of:


	The continuing clear strategic intent on the part of the Iraqi regime to pursue its nuclear, biological, chemical and ballistic missile programmes.

	Continuing efforts by the Iraqi regime to sustain and where possible develop its indigenous capabilities, including through procurement of necessary materiel.

	The development, drawing on those capabilities, of Iraq’s ‘break-out’ potential in the chemical, biological and ballistic missile fields, coupled with the proven ability to weaponise onto some delivery systems chemical and biological agent.



By September 2002 readers of the JIC assessments would have had an impression of continuity in this picture, with certain changes in points of detail. Although Iraq was still constrained from developing a nuclear programme, there was strong evidence of continuing work on ballistic missiles, including the development and production of systems with ranges that exceeded the limits set by the United Nations. There was also evidence from one source, supported by one complimentary report, of Iraq having the ability to produce biological agent in mobile facilities, and additional evidence of activity at one site formerly associated with Iraq’s biological warfare programme. Finally, there were recent intelligence reports, albeit mainly inferential, that Iraq was producing chemical agent.

Lord Butler’s Committee collated this material, and a good deal more, as part of their examination into the quality of the intelligence on Iraq gathered by the British agencies from their own sources. Their report illustrates how much fuel from the intelligence arena was being poured onto the flames of US–UK suspicion about Iraq, flames already stoked by Iraq’s past record, the findings of the inspectors during the 1990s and the constant refusal of the Iraqi authorities to cooperate with the United Nations. Until the US investigation teams had delivered a blank return in the months after the conflict, nothing materialised to disprove any of the assumptions that this accumulated corpus of information generated. We were predisposed to assume that there must be something hidden in Iraq, even if the evidence remained thin about solid stockpiles. In the Mission in New York, my Iraq team and I never sat down to examine whether the indications might be wrong, nor did any of my staff voice any doubts to me. The detail might need verification, but surely it could not all be invention.

During the spring and summer of 2003 the Intelligence and Security Committee (ISC) of the British House of Commons carried out their own investigation into the performance of the intelligence agencies and the use that the Government had made of their product. I was interviewed by the Committee while still Ambassador in New York and asked to characterise my reactions to the intelligence material that passed across my desk. I detailed several of the reports later mentioned by Lord Butler and described how firmly I assumed that, whatever the truth of each piece of the mosaic, there could be no question that Iraq was concealing something dangerous. The UK Mission in New York had regular contacts, uninfluenced by our American colleagues, with the UNMOVIC team under Hans Blix while they were going through their long preparation for re-entry into Iraq and we were careful not to stray beyond the limits of what the international experts thought were possible Iraqi holdings. Hans Blix was shown a draft during the preparation of the dossier and did not dispute its contents: he even suggested that parts of the passage on the nuclear element could be strengthened. Thereafter, though a good deal more circumspect in what he was prepared to say in public, Blix constantly told us, right up to the edge of the conflict itself, that he did not know that the Iraqis did have usable WMD and he did not know that they did not. UNMOVIC’s long list of unanswered questions about the Iraqi record on WMD, eventually presented to the Security Council in March 2003, backed up the atmosphere of disbelief that Baghdad’s cupboard could be empty. I concluded for the ISC that, given the history, the accounting gaps and the continuing flow of information on Iraq, it would have been a more risky approach for a political leader to ignore the evidence than to act on it.

Confidence that we, the US and the UK, knew what we were talking about because only we were putting the effort into finding out the facts inside Iraq coloured my approach in the Security Council, in public and in private. I spoke up in seminars and on the occasional public platform in and around New York about the danger that Saddam represented through his holding and developing WMD. I can illustrate the kind of pitch I made with a quotation from my intervention, cleared with London, in an open meeting of the Security Council on 17 October 2002:


We remain deeply perturbed by evidence that Iraq believes it can hide its weapons of mass destruction rather than declare them, that it can again fool the inspectors and play games with them. The United Kingdom analysis, backed up by reliable intelligence, indicates that Iraq still possesses chemical and biological materials, has continued to produce them, has sought to weaponise them, and has active military plans for the deployment of such weapons. The United Kingdom analysis, backed up by reliable intelligence, shows that Iraq has in recent years tried to buy multiple components relevant to the production of a nuclear bomb. The United Kingdom analysis, backed up by reliable intelligence, points to the retention of extended-range missiles and to the employment of hundreds of people in projects to develop weapons with a range of over 1,000 kilometres that could carry both weapons of mass destruction and conventional warheads.



In informal consultations of the Security Council – the meetings in the side-room behind the horseshoe chamber, which were closed to the media and to other UN Member States – I was even more clear-cut in my contention that there were only two states who were taking the trouble to keep the Iraqi regime under proper surveillance and that therefore the Council should be paying attention to what we two were bringing to the UN. It was all part of the seductive feeling that if you are in possession of information which is available to no one else, you slip into a ‘superior knowledge’ mode: seductive and dangerous. It took a long time after the conflict was over for the realisation to sink in that the Iraqis had no effective, current WMD programme, had been telling the truth about most (not all) of the areas under UN scrutiny and were not engaged in many of the activities that I had been depicting to my UN colleagues. The extent of the emptiness of that particular locker came as a surprise even to the delegations who were fiercely opposed to our policy in the Council. We have all had to swallow our pride and face up to the conclusions of the US search team eighteen months after Saddam was removed. But the whole collection of perceptions, judgements and second-hand information that we had amassed up to the winter of 2002–3 had taken us to a reasonable human assumption: Saddam had to be lying.

I was obliged to eat my hat in another quarter as well, following a promise I made to my own wife. Anne was in constant contact, as President for several years of the UN Women’s International Forum, with the full range of UN and New York opinion and was regularly showered with private questions as to why the US and the UK were quite so adamant that Iraq was guilty. She nobly maintained a UK party line, though in suitably guarded terms. But underneath she was increasingly invaded by doubts as to whether the WMD reasons for a military strike were really so solid. I repeatedly assured her that they were. I was wrong. The WMD story has dumped on my personal credibility right across the public and private spectrum.

I want to make it quite clear that I do not regard the UK’s public presentation of the position on Iraq’s WMD to have been deliberately dishonest. The September 2002 dossier and its successor in February 2003 have been judged by Lord Butler’s Review Committee and there is little to add to that comprehensive examination. The dossiers lacked the caveats that ought to have been applied to particular pieces of intelligence used and the maximum was squeezed out of the available material in order to leave the minimum room for doubt. But the assumption that Iraq was contravening the most important aspects of the UN resolutions was fundamental and went wider than the British Government.

A fair summary of what we had to act on at the time was contained in the ‘Net Assessment’ of 9 September 2002 of the International Institute of Strategic Studies (IISS), London’s leading international security think-tank. Their paper concluded: ‘A reasonable net assessment is that Iraq does not have nuclear weapons, but could construct one fairly quickly if it obtained sufficient fissile material. Iraq most likely has a small force of proscribed ballistic missiles with a range of about 650 km, perhaps a dozen or so, which are capable of delivering CBW warheads. It has extensive biological weapons capacities and a smaller chemical weapons stockpile, though delivery means for both are limited and uncertain.’ I doubt whether anyone in the British Government system would have had difficulty in signing up to that.

The IISS paper did not, of course, attempt to make a judgement as to whether what was known or deduced about Iraq’s WMD capacities amounted to a case for war. That was for politicians to decide.
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Resolution 1441

With Iraq’s agreement to the return of the inspectors lodged at the UN, it was time to turn to the American promise to negotiate a new resolution. The atmosphere in New York was transformed. Security Council delegations started to clamour for information on what a new text might contain. The UN-accredited media shot into overdrive, each journalist desperate to be the first to get hold of a draft. It became difficult to do any other item of business, even though the General Assembly was continuing to meet at head-of-government or ministerial level.

It was not in New York, however, that the essential action on a text was taking place, though that was not immediately clear to us. For some time before Bush’s speech was delivered or even sketched out, the US and UK Missions, in close contact with officials in their capitals, had been working on possible formulas for a further resolution in the expectation that they might soon be asked for urgent advice. As the situation evolved, US Ambassador John Negroponte and I burrowed deeper into the detail of what a final text ought to look like, making judgements not just about what our capitals would require as a minimum to create pressure on the Iraqi regime, but also about what it would take if we were to gain the positive votes of most members of the Council. I was concerned that we would meet severe opposition to a text that set out automatic authority – that is, without a subsequent resolution – for the use of force if Iraq committed any kind of new breach, but that Washington would quickly reject a process that did depend on a subsequent resolution. The trick would be to emphasise Iraq’s total failure so far to meet UN requirements, reintroduce the inspectors with strict conditions on comprehensive cooperation from Baghdad, underline the consequences if this was not forthcoming, but otherwise keep the language moderate so that the difficult members of the Council were not provoked. The arguments flowed back and forth at official level during August and early September. By 16 September, when Iraq’s reluctant agreement arrived, the US and UK Missions had agreed on extensive wording to recommend to our capitals, which we thought would hit the mean between 105 per cent implementation of all the UN’s past resolutions and rejection within the Security Council.

Our effort was trumped by the activity in Washington. Negroponte had a close relationship with Secretary of State Colin Powell and a strong following within the senior reaches of the State Department, but it was the National Security Council, with the full and direct involvement of Condoleezza Rice and her Deputy, Steve Hadley, that was trying its hand at resolution-drafting on this occasion. From New York I could not see through the opaque layers of influence on policy-making represented by the different senior offices in Washington, but Christopher Meyer’s lucid reporting, together with our occasional telephone calls, kept me abreast of the big picture. Cheney was a prime mover of the drive to deal with Saddam Hussein and he saw this as an American objective which should not be qualified by the need to take account of any outside influence. He was adept at using the media to carry his message, even if it sometimes cut across the more complex positioning of other parts of the American team. He was also a source of encouragement and protective strength to the Pentagon team around Rumsfeld and Wolfowitz who were transforming the concept into an operational and politically plausible plan.

It was impossible to ignore the disdain felt in these circles for the United Nations as a forum and particularly as an agency for handling Iraq. This sharpened my need to produce analysis and action in New York that both avoided exaggerating what the UN could really achieve and met the UK’s essential requirements for dealing with the issue. Condoleezza Rice, who from my perspective appeared to focus primarily on delivering what her President needed in the national security field, took on the task of resolving policy differences within the administration. With little personal experience up to that point of the Middle East but with a sharp understanding of US security requirements, her inclination seemed to be to support regime change in Iraq as an absolute good for American interests as interpreted by her President.

George W. Bush had nonetheless promised first the British Prime Minister and then the UN General Assembly that he would work with the United Nations over this next phase.

The team in the National Security Council were obliged to accommodate the views of the State Department and the US–UN as best they could in order to fulfil this. They were at the same time all too conscious of the rough road travelled by the administration to reach internal agreement on going to the UN at all, and Rice knew there would be strong reactions from the hardliners in the Vice-President’s office and at the Pentagon if the text put down in New York was full of compromises. So the approach emerging in Washington was much tougher in tone than ours in New York and proposed a number of measures that were likely to cause trouble within the Security Council. These included the right of the five Permanent Members (P5) to designate sites for inspection; the requirement for UNMOVIC to take Iraqi experts out of the country for interviews; provision for troops from P5 countries to protect the inspectors on the ground; and the establishment of No-Fly/No-Drive Zones wherever the inspectors were operating.

David Manning at Number Ten, Peter Ricketts – my successor-but-one as Political Director in the Foreign Office – and I did not need to consult our ministers on the detail to know that the UK had to indicate difficulties with this aggressive approach. We began to work on Washington to sort out a position which both sides could support. Our Security Council colleagues were getting more and more impatient to see something on the table in New York, but more than a week passed by and we had nothing to offer.

It was thus rather galling on 28 September to find what looked like a draft resolution splashed across the pages of the New York Times, datelined London, purporting to be the US position. It contained most of the elements of the hawks’ approach. There was an immediate cross-fire of questions as to who had let this out, with Washington assuming from the dateline that the British had done so in order to discredit it, and London suspecting that the hardliners themselves were trying to entrench their bottom lines by leaking them. ABC, who also carried an early report of the leak, hinted to us that the original source was indeed American. Within a day or two these extracts were spread about the press and being widely commented on in the UN corridors.

No one in Government circles, either publicly or privately, ever accepted responsibility for the text and it never turned up in New York as a proposal for discussion with other members of the Security Council. But the text became a marker for the other members of the Council, because at that point, with heightened expectations in the air, they had nothing else to go on. Eight weeks down the road, when we eventually reached an agreement in the Security Council, the resolution looked in shape and tone not unlike the draft with which John Negroponte and I had started. The leaked text probably doubled the length of the negotiation. But perhaps it also exerted some leverage on the minds of our opponents in the Council by reminding them how much worse things could be if the full force of the militant line in Washington gained the ascendancy.

Thus began the trickiest textual negotiation of my time in New York. The production of Resolution 1441 occupied the time and energies of politicians, sometimes up to head-of-state level, to a far higher degree than any other resolution I can recall. The first sign of real trouble in New York came with French and Russian spoiling tactics. They quickly spotted that the US and the UK were taking time to come to a bilateral agreement on how to start the process. There was a lot of transatlantic telephoning, including between President Bush and Prime Minister Blair at one stage. I had strongly recommended to London that the Russians should be fully consulted as we rolled the strategy forward. Igor Ivanov and Sergey Ivanov, the Russian Foreign and Defence Ministers respectively, both happened to be in Washington on 19–20 September as part of their normal bilateral business. Moscow was likely to be less antagonistic in the end, as Iraq’s most vocal supporter in the Security Council, if they were brought along as we proceeded, even at a cost, than if they were left behind either to catch up or explode. But internal differences within Washington and between the US and the UK erased the choice of whether to consult potential opponents or not. We had nothing to consult them on.

So France and Russia inserted one of those spanners into the works that make UN negotiating so much esoteric fun. They began to devise their own draft, which took a much lighter approach to the conditions for the re-entry of inspectors and certainly contained none of the provisions that the Washington hawks wanted. When the P5 began to exchange preliminary ideas on next steps, the French threatened to put down their own text if the US–UK tabled theirs. We did not want to get into this game. So we denied – truthfully – that the leaked text had any status and tried another way in, suggesting that the P5 should hold a discussion of concepts. This took place on 1 October.

It is hard to picture from outside the UN system what on earth is going on down the long shadowy corridors of the headquarters building and behind those guarded doors. The Security Council lies at the heart of the UN’s intergovernmental system, the forum that nation states use to clear away rivalry and misunderstanding, and the unelected Permanent Five compose the heart of the Security Council. The Member States are advised by the professional Secretariat, the part of the organisation at the command of the Secretary-General and resourced by the Member States, but they are not led by it. If governments collectively decide to handle a subject by themselves, the Secretariat has to stand back and see what results it may be asked to implement. The Secretary-General is in that respect the servant of the nation states, whatever his profile or his international influence.

The familiar public image of the UN is the horseshoe table in front of the Norwegian tapestry in the Security Council Chamber, with Permanent Representatives raising their hands in a vote and their anxious-looking staff clustered behind them. That is the scene of the various dramas over the decades, and of countless meetings of a more prosaic kind (by 2005 the Council was well on the way to its 5,000th official meeting since its inception). But the real diplomacy happens elsewhere. Matters rarely reach the Chamber without several stages of debate and negotiation beforehand, most of it in the side-room for informal discussion. This ‘informals’ room is the newcomer’s introduction to Council life. It is out of bounds to non-members of the Council, to the media and to any other potential interloper. Up until the early nineties, the practice of informal discussion barely existed. Members of the Council had to thrash out their differences in public in the main Chamber, or carry out private corridor diplomacy truly in the corridors or over a drink or a meal elsewhere. As the quantity of business began to expand after the collapse of the Soviet Union and the invasion of Kuwait by Iraq in 1990, the Council began to debate and negotiate in a side-room only a few steps away from the Chamber but ill-equipped for the purpose, with ambassadors and their staff perched uncomfortably on any available chair and with few established rules of procedure. After a while, and with a degree of wisdom that might be questioned given the trend of events in the nineties, the Council asked the Secretariat to furnish the room for permanent and more comfortable informal activity. A U-shaped table was devised, with seven seats down each side of the U and one for the monthly President at the bottom end. There were chairs behind for additional members of staff and for relevant participants from the Secretariat, and one at the table for the Secretary-General or his senior representative, who had a standing right to attend any substantive meeting of the Council in this format. A broad plate-glass window stretched out behind the bottom of the U, almost always closely curtained to keep council minds focused on the job in hand.

The space available in this re-designed room was limited. A good proportion of the original area had to be dedicated to interpretation booths for each of the six official languages of the UN (Arabic, Chinese, English, French, Russian and Spanish). The Secretariat claimed a fifth or so of the seats. Each Permanent Representative had room for three seated assistants behind him. The rest had to stand. At each seat there was an ear-cup, in the unique UN style, through which the interpretation came. A number of overflow ear-cups were positioned on the wall behind, for the standing participants to fight over. People took notes as and how they could.

An abiding memory for any operational member of the Council is this informal consultation room at its most crowded, when the President’s pleas for limited attendance have been ignored and the punters are jostling for a few inches of space and an ear-cup. It is remarkable how many human beings can be jammed into a restricted space and yet remain entirely silent when the debate flows. Occasionally – indeed too often, except when the most disciplined Presidents are in the Chair – mobile phones sound with a harsh intrusion and the rustling of a restless audience can indicate that one of the more long-winded members is off on a rant. But the drama of the Council politics has, over the years, been gradually distilled into this stuffy and compelling room. Therein lies the cause of much complaint amongst the wider UN membership about, as they see it, the elitist secretiveness of the Council.

Iraq regularly drew a crowded room. As the struggle to establish or block a route to armed action against Saddam Hussein reached its climax in early 2003, it was barely possible to get through the door into the informals room, let alone listen to the sharp exchanges in any comfort. I increasingly regretted that the Permanent Members of the Security Council allowed so much dramatic action in global diplomacy to take place behind closed doors. The true nature of what we were trying to achieve would have been so much more convincing with a transparent process, and probably no more difficult.

Now, as we began to skirmish on this most sensitive of issues, the cloistered clubbiness of the informals room seemed to be too public. Things could too easily leak: indeed, it was the habit of several elected members of the Council to brief other members of the UN on the inner workings of the Council, having promised to do so in their election campaign. There was too much dirty linen on Iraq for Council operations to be exposed in this way. Moreover, Council members had become impervious to the intended informality of the informals room and regularly read out their prepared Government position as though standing in front of the UN press microphone. What we needed was real private debate to explore the murky depths of possible compromise without having to get our capitals’ chop on every word.

What I proposed at the start of the 1441 negotiation was a meeting – or, as diplomats like to term it, a non-meeting – of the fifteen Security Council ambassadors without any assistants or note-takers, at a venue removed from the UN building. I offered my own Mission’s conference room. We held our first gathering in this format on 20 September, a sign in itself that the P5 were keen to consult within the Council as a whole. Too often the suspicion ran freely that the P5 would try to keep all the juicy discussions to themselves. The UK and the US briefed the other thirteen Council members on our intentions and tried to allay apprehensions that the decision to come to the UN was a diplomatic diversion. At this meeting I emphasised that Washington’s resolve to test whether the UN could solve the Iraqi WMD problem was based solely on the disarmament requirements of the Security Council’s previous resolutions: this meant that the issue of regime change would sit in the refrigerator for the duration of this approach. Unfortunately the UN media tracked us down before the meeting finished and waylaid a couple of Non-Permanent Members on the way out. The next morning’s London Times carried a story quoting me as saying that regime change was ‘on ice’ in Washington, without explaining the context. Eyebrows were raised and another little nail clunked into the coffin of my reputation within the more hawkish reaches of the Washington hierarchy.

We had a second try at this highly restricted format in the US Mission a few days later, after the hardline text had leaked. We underlined the importance of press silence. This text was not the basis on which we wanted the Security Council to proceed. Genuine discussion of fresh ideas was needed among the fifteen if we were to find a way of moving forward by consensus. But the US and UK delegations did not have any firm new language to propose and the Council members could not be sure where they were being led. Two of our developing-world colleagues again made comments to the waiting press. We gave up on the ‘informal informals’ initiative.

We were not gaining much ground in our occasional P5 discussions either. The Non-Permanents were convinced that the P5 were meeting every other day to drive matters forward. In fact we only gathered as a group five or six times during the whole negotiation of Resolution 1441. On 1 October we began the conversation about concepts, skating round the need to have even a preliminary draft resolution in front of us. We immediately ran into one of the fundamental problems in the whole controversy, destined to plague us until the eve of war. The French were increasingly digging in with their refusal to allow any language that could be taken to authorise the automatic use of force if the Iraqis failed to live up to their requirements. The Americans wanted the resolution to say both that Iraq had already committed a ‘material breach’ of the previous resolutions and that any further breach, judged by objective fact (in other words, by any Security Council member) and not by any UN arbiter, would lead to ‘serious consequences’, the euphemism for the use of force. The reader can see from the final text of Resolution 1441 (Appendix 2) that both these items are actually there, the first in operative paragraph 1 and the second in the more convoluted language of operative paragraphs 10 to 13. But the earlier formulations of these points, set out in a ‘concept paper’ to avoid a row about a ‘draft’, were too clear-cut for the French and Russians and they supported each other in resisting them.

When a negotiating session has taken place in New York, the teams report back to their capitals immediately afterwards, sometimes succinctly by telephone – although this always carries the risk of eavesdropping – and always in protected telegrams or signals. When Washington, London, Paris and Moscow heard of the failure of the 1 October meeting to make any progress, a round of ministerial telephoning started between capitals to try to find alternative ways of getting round the difficulties. Jack Straw happened to be in Paris on other business on 7 October and held a session with fellow Foreign Minister Dominique de Villepin to look at possible reformulations. None of this achieved much. On 8 October the P5 repaired again to the top of the US Mission on First Avenue and, setting aside the stalemate on what the consequences would be for Iraq, tried to concentrate on the question of defining ‘material breach’ (a substantive contravention of the resolutions) and on proposals for the return of inspectors. John Negroponte patiently went through a set of nine detailed suggestions, after which Sergey Lavrov spelt out Moscow’s objections to each of them.

Jean-David Levitte, the Frenchman, shrewd in his arguments but gentler in his methods, attempted for a few minutes to ease the blow, realising that rejection of everything the Americans were offering might snap some threads. He wondered whether ‘flagrant violations’ might be an acceptable substitute for ‘material breach’ of the resolutions. But Lavrov would have none of it. Moscow’s determination, to prevent unilateral action by the single remaining superpower had been hardened by their experience of the 1998 bombing of Baghdad and the 1999 Kosovo campaign. Stirred afresh by the recent rhetoric from Washington, Russia’s emphasis on multilateralism had formed into a formidable obstacle, even though Russia had no particular reason to defend Saddam Hussein’s defiance of the UN. Levitte saw that there was no way through and returned to full-scale support of the Russian position. Negroponte and I glared at them. Wang Yingfan of China, sharp and accomplished enough to enter the fray but constrained by Beijing’s priorities closer to home, stayed silent. His country’s interests were being protected well enough by the two others.

This was a memorable low point. The leaked US language had indicated such a large gap between the two main positions that Paris and Moscow had decided diplomatic niceties could be thrown to the winds. Not only were they spitting out the automatic authorisation of the use of force, they were also resisting quite sensible proposals for reinforcing the capacity of the inspectors to break through Iraqi non-cooperation on the ground. It was difficult to see where on earth we could go from here. Negroponte and I agreed that we would have to try to avoid the P5 format for a while, but there was little else left.

I decided to try a different tack. Over the first weekend of October Anne and I had been staying in East Hampton with Arthur and Janet Ross, great friends and supporters of the United Nations and of the Anglo–American relationship. They held a dinner party in classic Long Island style at which Richard Holbrooke, my colleague from the Clinton era, appeared. On the basis of some fairly accurate reporting by the New York Times on the saga in New York, the table started a vigorous discussion of how to get out of tight holes in a stalled negotiation. Holbrooke suggested that it ought to be possible to draft a second resolution, alongside the one we were currently negotiating, setting out the terms for the use of force if the inspectors reported that they had been blocked in their work. This resolution would be provisionally agreed at the time of adopting the first and would come automatically into play without further debate if the trigger was reached. I went back to East Manhattan, worked out a refinement of this idea and sent it to London. The Foreign Office thought it held out some hope.

John Negroponte reacted more doubtfully when I mentioned the proposal to him a day or two after the dreadful 8 October meeting. He thought it might signal that the United States would be prepared to commit itself to a second resolution. I felt that this missed the point: the process was designed to make an agreement on the first resolution, however complex it might be, enough to carry the issue through to completion. Colin Powell told Jack Straw that he would think further about it, but in the end the Holbrooke ploy never gained traction in Washington. My colleagues in London continued to see the point of this approach, but were not going to press it in the face of American opposition. I told them that some such arrangement was going to be necessary if the UK was going to stay within the bounds of legality, which after all was the reason for this whole stressful business.

From this stage onwards ministers started to do an increasing amount of the negotiating. That does not normally happen with UN resolutions. Ambassadors have to accept that there are times when they do not have the fire-power to complete difficult business. But ministerial activity of an operational kind is much harder to keep from the eyes of the media. It can be difficult to test propositions in the course of several exchanges and then back off from them and try another tack when the breakthrough does not materialise. One of the great advantages of the UN as a forum is that it is removed by one degree from the domestic scene. Ambassadors can try initiatives that can then be disowned by the capital – though not too often, for the health of the Ambassador concerned – and compromises that would grate against some domestic position or other if proposed from home can be nobly accepted in the name of the global institution. Ministers who get drawn into the detail and the win-or-lose atmosphere of a major tussle can be taking quite a risk. Iraq had become too big a subject by this stage for that risk not to be chanced.

Jack Straw did not turn a hair: he rather enjoyed big-stake sparring. It was around this time, as best as I can recall, that the UK Ministry of Defence moved into a higher operational gear in preparation for military action, a sign to the Americans that we were indeed serious in our intention to support them on the ground. Jack Straw went to see Colin Powell in Washington. The visit seemed to produce a change in the nature of the US approach in the negotiation towards a more constructive flexibility. Perhaps the UK’s credible commitment to total partnership helped.

Powell’s input into the textual marathon grew in importance and effectiveness from mid-October onwards. He understood the strengths and weaknesses of the United Nations better than any other senior member of the Bush administration and his decision in February 2001 to make New York his first destination outside Washington as Secretary of State counted strongly in his favour at the UN – as it must have counted against him in other parts of his own system. He was always friendly to the diplomatic foot-soldiers. Iraq in the multilateral context was his subject and this negotiation was his show. He was as aware as anyone that the ground he stood on was unsafe. His President had asked him to take this route, but he could not know how much real backing the White House would give him. He also had to take into account the President’s significant domestic achievement on 11 October, when the House of Representatives and then the Senate voted by a wide margin to authorise him to launch an attack if Saddam Hussein remained defiant. From that moment on, Powell knew that the UN represented a desirable but far from essential US instrument for dealing with Iraq. He would not be allowed to raise the cost of securing UN backing too high.

In mid-October the Americans decided to produce new versions of the paragraphs setting out the steps to be taken if Iraq failed to fulfil the requirements. These removed any suggestion that this ‘first’ resolution should authorise the use of force without a further process and specified that the Security Council would discuss any failure to comply reported by the inspectors. The words ‘serious consequences’ were removed from this section altogether. The new formulation was given to the French overnight on 16–17 October. The next day Paris returned with a demand that any measures required to bring Iraq to full compliance should be the subject of a specific further decision by the Council. Colin Powell reacted at once. He was not prepared to go back to the President, having spent internal capital getting the White House’s agreement to the new version. The United States would adhere to the undertaking to go through a second stage, but not make any commitment to a new Council decision at that point. To our surprise in both London and Washington, the French said quickly that they would not make this a deal-breaker.

This was a significant step forward on a crucial part of the text and the first chink of light on the Russian–French insistence that the Security Council must be in control of every part of the process. It was followed by an immediate reversal. We discovered that the price to be paid within the administration for flexibility in the later section of the text was the re-insertion of ‘serious consequences’ at the beginning. Because we were unaware, we could not forewarn the French. Paris exploded. Fortunately, they did not withdraw their willingness to continue working on the revised later section, but they said that they would not give their firm agreement to any part of the text until they had seen the complete draft resolution.

Worse was to come. One point of consensus among the P5 was that Iraq should compile a new declaration of their complete WMD holdings as a basis for the returning inspectors to work on. The hawks in Washington now demanded a clause in the resolution stating that if any entry in the declaration was found to be false, this should trigger ‘serious consequences’. This was bound to lose us the momentum recently gained. The State Department and the National Security Council, respectively the managers of the negotiation and the guardians of internal peace within the administration, fell into a furious row about it. London threw in its pennyworth and said that the UK would have nothing to do with such a clause. Somehow, as the days passed, this particular firework fizzled out.

All this frenetic activity between capitals and UN ambassadors was accompanied by equally fevered speculation in the media as to what was going on. Flecks of molten lava appearing in the sky were interpreted as full eruptions and wild guesses were made as to the meaning of the deep rumblings underneath. Focused as we were in New York on the word-by-word struggles of the textual exchanges, we found it hard to respond to the frustrated demands for information from our non-permanent colleagues on the Security Council and, even more, from the UN membership at large and from the media. On 16–17 October, giving in to the mounting pressure in the UN corridors, the P5 agreed to an open debate in the main Security Council Chamber.

Some fifty Member States outside the Council put their names down to speak and almost every speaker said with some emphasis that they did not wish to see force used against Iraq, either at all or without specific UN authorisation. A small number expressed virulent criticism of the United States – Iraq itself, together with other usual suspects such as Libya, Cuba, Syria, Iran and Algeria, and the keepers of the Non-Aligned conscience, India and Egypt. But most delegations, including some of these, were prepared to add some balance by calling for Iraq to comply with UN resolutions and for the UN itself to take steps to maintain its authority. This was the occasion on which I made a statement about the sins of Iraq against international law and UN requirements and referred to the evidence of reliable intelligence that Iraq was concealing an active WMD programme. I gave a strong hint that the United Kingdom would wait for a second stage in the Security Council before coming to any decisions about which route to take to compel compliance by Iraq, but made no commitment to a second resolution to authorise force.

France, Russia and others on the Council made it crystal clear that they wanted the UN to stay in control throughout the process. Levitte, for instance, said: ‘During the second stage, if UNMOVIC or the International Atomic Energy Authority observe that Iraq is refusing to cooperate fully with inspectors, the Security Council would meet immediately to decide on the appropriate measures to take, without ruling out anything a priori … Only a two-stage approach will allow us to preserve our Council’s unity; any kind of “automaticity” in the use of force will profoundly divide us.’

Levitte also referred to the suspicions that Iraq was continuing WMD activity: ‘Even though France does not possess irrefutable proof, there are several indications that Iraq has used this situation [the absence of inspectors] to pursue or resume its prohibited programmes, notably in the chemical and biological areas. The behaviour of the Baghdad authorities has given rise to strong suspicions in this regard.’ Such indications of balance in perceptions of Iraq, spread quite widely through the UN membership, gave us hope that the issue would be judged on reasonably objective grounds, even though we knew that the US and its closest allies were not themselves trusted to take a moderate line. The UK’s constant problem was the fierceness of American public statements against Iraq, based on a policy of regime change that we did not share, while we were trying to convince the world that the use of force could only be justified by Saddam’s defiance of the resolutions on weapons of mass destruction. The UK too stood on shifting sands. Perhaps, in the intense effort of trying to get others to understand our approach, we underestimated the degree to which they assumed that the United States was going to get to Baghdad come what may.

In London, at around this mid-October point, fine decisions had to be made as to where the UK should place itself on the matter of a second-stage resolution. The fundamental requirement in London was to remain within the bounds of international law. I shall look at that question in greater detail when we lead up to the war itself in early 2003. For now, London knew that it was essential to obtain a first resolution following President Bush’s 12 September speech, both to set the basis for the return of inspectors and to bring up to date the risks which Iraq was running if it did not fulfil UN requirements. The United Kingdom was undoubtedly more committed to the concept of collective security through the United Nations than was the United States. Ideally, we would have wanted specific authority for the use of force. Yet it was not only concern about parting company with the United States that made London reluctant to commit itself to the need for specific authority. It was just as much the worry that the United Nations collectively might never, whatever the circumstances, bring itself to authorise decisive action. The Iraqi regime, after all, had shown time and again that it could manoeuvre within the grey area of partial compliance. The British Government settled for a process whereby, if Iraq showed less than full cooperation after the return of inspectors, the Security Council should meet to express its several views of what was then necessary. But London wished to reserve the option to use military force if UK interests demanded it and would therefore resist being taken to the point of requiring specific new authority. Having determined that this would be the Government’s bottom line, the Prime Minister regarded it as appropriate and necessary for military preparations to continue in the meantime.

This whole area exercised me personally. If the United States and the United Kingdom, having come deliberately and with a great fanfare to the United Nations to test the collective approach, failed to secure a new resolution setting out the circumstances for the taking of ‘all necessary measures’ against Iraq after the return of inspectors, then I could not see that the case had been made for the use of force. A joint military action by the United States and the United Kingdom would have been almost impossible to defend in the Security Council and would have made my personal position untenable. It was at around this time that I made these points clear to the Head of the Diplomatic Service, Sir Michael Jay. I could wear the distinction between the first and second stages in terms of specific UN authority, but I would not be able to stay in my job if the first stage was not achieved at all. The message seemed to meet with a sanguine response, but I was not making the point for effect or attention. It would be a watershed for me.

Four weeks after President Bush’s speech the Americans had still not constructed a full text to put down in front of the other members of the Permanent Five. In the week of 21 October things at last began to crystallise. The US delegation presented almost a full text to the P5 for preliminary discussion – we were still playing the game of no formal tabling – and it met with a scratchy reception from the Russians. I launched into a comprehensive rationale for each part of the text, trying from the UK seat to save the P5 from a long and bitter argument about American motivations. Ambassador Lavrov and I often held a duel in these restricted meetings: he knew I was drawing fire intended for the Americans but he could not hold back his irritation that I was trying to play in the superpower league. My intervention was otherwise largely heard in silence.

We met the next day at the Chinese Mission, hotly pursued by the press, and made little progress. Lavrov and I had an unseemly row about the history of Iraq’s nuclear file and the involvement of the International Atomic Energy Authority, which featured in the draft text but which Moscow regarded as irrelevant. My French colleague made it clear that Paris was going to have great difficulty with the phrase ‘material breach’ in the loaded context in which it was placed. Once again, John Negroponte and I realised that we were not going to make much progress within the Permanent Five. We decided instead that we would have to present a text to the full Security Council. Negroponte succeeded over the next forty-eight hours in getting some of the more objectionable parts of the draft removed by Washington. But the aggressive tone of the language remained unaltered.

So the stage was moved back to the informals room of the Security Council, and, lo and behold, not very much appeared to change. Hardly anyone outside the P5 was in a position to comment because the draft was new to them. Sergey Lavrov made a long and telling intervention, slamming most of the text. The Americans and British held off responding, saying that we wanted a fuller discussion when everyone had received instructions. The telephoning between P5 capitals grew more frequent, but none of the fundamental difficulties were being resolved. London started to think that a meeting at ministerial level was going to be necessary, but Colin Powell – wisely, in my view – said that such a public event would not be productive. There was a meeting in Mexico of Ministers of the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation, to which both Powell and the Russian Foreign Minister went, but their bilateral discussion on Iraq produced no progress. On the contrary, we heard from the Russians around that time that if the text was unchanged from the one tabled in the Security Council, they had instructions to veto it. None of this was unexpected, but it was depressing.

So far my earlier advice to the Foreign Office that the Russians, if not consulted and squared in advance, were going to be a huge obstacle was proving all too accurate. Things became even more difficult after 23 October when a group of Chechens took a large number of hostages at the Dubrovka theatre in Moscow, immediately making it more problematic for the Russians to consider any kind of concession on Iraq. Negroponte and I held a private session with Jean-David Levitte to test between the three of us what the real possibilities might be of bridging the significant gaps. Levitte said he was about to circulate some proposals for changes to the text, though he pretended that they had no official status; and a day later he did so. Then the Russians came up before the end of the week with a text of their own. Both were out of reach of Washington. For the first time the Americans, British and French started to do some speculative counting of votes in the Council, with the French confident that they could gather more than nine votes for their text and that the US–UK would secure fewer than nine for theirs. The press began to calculate in detail which side might get the three-fifths majority of Council votes necessary to secure a resolution.

I started to worry that the whole negotiation was unravelling. John Negroponte and I decided to show that the US and the UK were serious about taking their text to a vote. On Friday 25 October we announced that we would put our draft resolution into a form known as ‘blue’, which meant a text ready to vote on with little further notice. Not only was this a sign of hard intent; it also meant that no other delegation could propose a resolution that could be voted on before ours.

This immediately led to a long and informed discussion in the Council. Every delegation asserted their national position and we heard a good deal of criticism of our text. People disliked its judgement of Iraq as being already in breach of the resolutions, the vagueness of its criteria for assessing any further offence and the considerable powers it was proposing for the inspectors to conduct intrusive investigations. The Mexican delegation in particular asked some well-thought-out and tricky legal questions. It was clear to me that the French were closer to the centre of gravity in the Council than the British and the Americans. The unexpected feature of the day, however, was that Sergey Lavrov did not play his usual combative role. He delivered quite a subdued intervention and left us wondering to what extent the Russians were leaving their options open.

We became so taken up at that time with Paris’s position as the protagonist for the opposition that I never really analysed why Sergey Lavrov suddenly lowered his profile. There was no talent in New York to match his at attacking an opponent’s position. Throughout the negotiations he had been employing all his skills to counter-argue, block, ridicule and disrupt. He was in his element. A decision must have been taken in Moscow for wider policy reasons, bearing on the Russian–US relationship, that Russia should not be in the lead in blowing up the road in front of Washington’s Iraq policy. Moscow probably also judged that, having set the pace for the first few laps, French runners could be enticed to take over.

They were right. For the next two and a half weeks Colin Powell and Dominique de Villepin carried the burden of hard negotiation, paragraph by paragraph and eventually word by word. They started that weekend, 26–27 October, entrenched on opposite sides of a significant ravine, with the Americans not wanting to say who in the future would be in a position to judge a material breach by Iraq and the French determined to specify that the Council as a whole remained in control.

The WMD experts, though they had no role in the negotiation itself, were not sitting by passively. At the end of October, Hans Blix and Mohamed ElBaradei, the IAEA’s Director-General, came to a confidential session of the Council to explain what they needed from the sections of the resolution dealing with the return of inspectors. They did a good job of clarifying that, although not legally necessary, there were good reasons for the inspectors’ mandate to be redefined in the new resolution. They wanted strong powers of access. They did not wish to be told exactly how to conduct interviews with Iraqi specialists and they insisted on having control over the choice of their own team – areas where Washington had wanted to intervene. Otherwise they were supportive of the American draft. This took much of the sting out of the Russian and French criticism of the central parts of the text. Blix and ElBaradei went down to Washington at this stage and were given a meeting with the President, which was unusual. It was a clear signal that the United States was going to work with the inspectors and it probably happened because Blix and ElBaradei were judged by Washington to have put up a good show in the Security Council.

During one of these late-October discussions in the informals room, my mind wandered away for a moment from the voices welling up around the table and I began to consider whether there was any hope of surmounting the Franco–American stalemate over ‘material breach’. It occurred to me that we should be more specific in saying that the new resolution would give Saddam Hussein one final chance to comply. This would make it much clearer that the US and the UK were not seeking through this resolution to have a basis for attacking Iraq just because it had not complied with all the previous resolutions. That thought had been frightening the horses in the Security Council all the way through. I scribbled out some wording on the back of a scrappy piece of paper: ‘Notwithstanding the terms of the first paragraph about Iraq having already committed a material breach, this resolution will afford Iraq a final opportunity to comply with its disarmament obligations and will set up an improved inspection regime to complete the process started by the 1991 resolutions.’ I passed the scribble back to my ever-present Legal Adviser, Iain MacLeod, who thought it worth a try. He said he particularly liked the use of the word ‘notwithstanding’ (such are the thin pleasures of a lawyer in the midst of political mayhem). I did not introduce the idea immediately into the discussion: it was too risky to take such a step until I could be sure that Washington would not object. The Americans and the British try all sorts of concepts out on each other at different levels and in more or less promising political contexts. But eventually the idea did run, with slightly altered wording, which lost the ‘notwithstanding’ because it sounded too legalistically weaselly. The proposal succeeded in dampening down the ‘material breach’ row and we were able to focus on other fundamental difficulties.

I also felt that we had to address some shrewd questions of the Mexican Ambassador, Adolfo Aguilar Zinser, about the proper legal basis for the use of force even if it was accepted in the Security Council that Saddam had committed a material breach. The implied insinuation that this new resolution would not construct an acceptable legal foundation for military action might do the US–UK position considerable damage. I launched into an explanation of the legal import of the 1991 resolutions. As I did so, I could sense Iain MacLeod going very quiet and still in the chair behind me. I gave a detailed defence of why we needed a reference to Resolutions 678 and 687 of November 1990 and April 1991: Resolution 678 and its call for all necessary measures to be taken against Iraq to reverse the annexation of Kuwait had never been terminated by the Council; and Resolution 687, which would have closed the 1991 military action if all its conditions had been met by Iraq, had not yet been fully complied with. This seemed to have some effect. My Mexican colleague told me later that he now felt able for the first time to explain to his capital the link with the 1991 resolutions, though it would be for his Government to draw from that what political implications they wished. Iain MacLeod and his legal colleague Adrian Fulford, who was visiting to canvass for a place on the new International Criminal Court, told me at the end of the session that they thought I had managed to avoid crossing any of London’s legal red lines. But they confessed to having had some uncomfortable moments. That was nice of them: it was my head resting on the block.

There were other risks I had to take with London. The Iraq section in the Foreign Office was beginning to question some of the lines I had used in the Council: the Prime Minister’s Office might not wear too strong an emphasis on a second stage. I was clear in my own mind that we would not secure nine votes for a resolution excluding any further role for the Security Council in the judgement of how Iraq was responding to the return of inspectors. We had to show that we had no qualms about a second stage. But I was equally certain it was no use arguing with Washington for a second stage that would leave the decision-making to the Council. I believed that the only way to avoid a later disaster in New York was to have all fifteen members of the Council voting for the resolution. To achieve this, we would have to hit the mean between automatic authority for the use of force, which the French and Russians would veto, and a clear right of decision for the Council in the second stage, which was way beyond what Washington would bear. The best way to do this, I proposed in a telegram to the Foreign Office, was to leave out of this draft any statement of what would constitute a further breach by Iraq after the return of inspectors. We would then rely on the previous resolutions, on which the right to use military force without a new and specific decision of the Council anyway depended. Jack Straw hesitated about proposing such a radical step to Washington, but in the conversations that came thick and fast over the next few days he did in fact put it to Colin Powell, who began to come round to it, and to Condoleezza Rice, who did not. It was eventually dropped when David Manning, the Prime Minister’s Foreign Policy Adviser, judged that Rice would never be persuaded. She was again the arbiter of the centre of gravity in Washington, which was a good deal harder than its counterpart in London.

The US and UK Missions were trying to keep up the momentum while our ministers continued to telephone. We wanted to hold a Security Council meeting on Friday 1 November, but the Chinese took over the monthly Presidency that day and it was their New Year holiday. Instead, I invited Jean-David Levitte over for a private meeting. He re-emphasised the depth of the gap remaining between the two sides. While we were talking, Dominique de Villepin came through on the telephone, having traced his Ambassador to my office. Jean-David was too courteous to send me out of my own room, though I got up to go. He told me after the call was over that Paris had moved much closer to a veto if they did not obtain greater clarity on the sole responsibility of the inspectors to declare an Iraqi breach and on the role of the Council in taking a decision at the second stage, both at issue in paragraph 4. This was the precise paragraph of the text which I had advised London to drop because clarity would sharpen the differences. When I reported this to Negroponte, I could not resist repeating my rationale for the omission of paragraph 4. He insisted it would not sell in Washington. He confirmed, however, that the US was becoming increasingly interested in securing a unanimous vote – though he could not explain where the concessions needed for that were going to come from. My advice to London when I reported overnight was that we should stop trying to intervene with new proposals (my particular sin, as it happened); we should leave it to the Americans and French to grind away at their remaining differences and see what transpired.

The weekend of 2–3 November, looked as though it would have nothing to offer. I repaired to the Piping Rock Golf Course on Long Island in a biting wind with my Singapore colleague, Kishore Mahbubani, who naturally wanted to catch up with the story in between putts. I kept my cellphone switched on against the strict regulations of the club and had to hide in a bunker when Jim Cunningham, John Negroponte’s calm and very able Deputy, called as I approached the sixth green. He told me Washington had decided to put a revised version of paragraph 4 across to Paris. This in effect gave an assurance that the United States would respect the need for the Council to open up a second-stage debate in the event of a new Iraqi sin, but it did not deliver the clarity Levitte had told me was essential for Paris. Villepin was reported to be very interested in this, which signalled both a clever US move and a willingness in Paris to compromise. I reported it to Jack Straw’s office with the comment that I expected the French to extract a price for it elsewhere.

The rest of the weekend remained quiet, but for a little domestic incident. I have a generous-hearted wife and a lazy disposition. My hair gets cut at home. As it was some time since the last shearing and the coming week promised to be high-profile, I asked for a tidy-up. We were spending the Sunday in our rented cottage at Woodstock, in the calm foothills of the Catskill Mountains two hours north of New York. We talked about this and that as the electric haircutters buzzed away. Suddenly there was a pause, followed by a muttered oath. Anne said I had better go and look in the mirror. I did so. My volume of hair might be thin but it was clear that a mini-lawnmower had cut a swathe over the crown of my head. Anne said she was very sorry. The choices were unpalatable: a partial or a total crew-cut. I went for partial, and Anne did her best to even up the lines. The result gave the impression of a no-nonsense armadillo. There was nothing for it but to return to New York and prepare for Monday.

Monday-morning meetings in the UK Mission set the serious business of the week. I made no mention of my crinological adventure and, with a hard look around the room, implicitly dared anyone to speak or even grin. No one flickered. I raced through the meeting and went on down to the Security Council, thinking that perhaps the change of style might be taken as a natural variation. The Chinese had coffee and cakes out for the start of their Presidency. People chatted for the first few minutes without a glance at the offending area. Then up came Kishore Mahbubani, who had last seen me in the clubhouse with maximum thatch. He made a half-comment about Iraq and looked at my head. ‘WHAT have you done with your hair?’ he yelled. The pretence collapsed and I explained the sequence of events. There was much amusement.

When we regained our offices that morning, I talked to Negroponte and we both checked with our capitals and found that the clouds had not lifted very far. An extraordinary amount of telephoning had taken place between Powell, Straw, Villepin and Ivanov, but the gap had not quite been bridged between the Americans and the French. Powell did not wish to throw anything else into the scales. He had had to clear a number of amendments over the past week with other principals in Washington and he knew that there were limits. Villepin, for his part, had to clear his thoughts with President Chirac. Paris and Washington were each telling the other that the ball was in their court.

That afternoon I heard that Washington could live with the central amendment discussed with the French, but not offer some of the titbits we had been hoping for in secondary areas of the text, apart from a few crumbs in the preambular language. Now this had gone formally through the Washington system, there was very little chance of our gathering any further material to offer. Meanwhile, we heard from Paris that Villepin had not been able to clear the central language with his President. The Russians had several problems in secondary areas and the French were holding out on paragraph 4. The Americans nevertheless put their revised text down on the table in the Security Council on Tuesday and Jim Cunningham and I explained the improvements and asked for support. Sergey Lavrov, firm but not harsh, said he would have to convey the draft to his authorities and he was sure there were still some changes needed. The Syrian delegation, which had by now woken up to developments as this period’s spokesman on the Council for the Arab World, began to sound really unhappy with what they saw, but we asked the Ambassador to try his capital before formulating a response.

On Wednesday 6 November the whole Security Council delivered their comments on the text, on instructions from their capitals. Adding them all together, there was considerable trouble still out there. Adolfo Aquilar Zinser of Mexico asked some pointed questions about the whole purpose of the resolution and complained that there was no language in the text offering relief for Iraq if they complied with everything. I gave him a very careful and emphatic reply, saying that the purpose of the resolution was to reintroduce inspections with a chance of their achieving something and to give a clear, last warning to Saddam. We did not have any ‘light at the end of the tunnel’ language because we had had too much of Saddam’s cynical disregard for the UN resolutions over twelve years. It was time for the Security Council to accept that the end of the road had been reached unless Saddam Hussein took this final opportunity. John Negroponte and I did not offer any amendments, but we promised to produce a final version taking this discussion into account, implying that the Council should expect a vote at that point.

Negroponte and I had one last session to decide on our final recommendations to our capitals. Calling round at his office on First Avenue, I found him in the process of e-mailing his advice to his Secretary of State. The French had dug their heels in on the language of paragraph 4: they did not want the trigger for further action against Iraq to be either a false account by Baghdad of their WMD holdings in their declaration or a failure to comply in any other way: they wanted both. The ‘or’ had to be changed to ‘and’. John and I both agreed to ask our capitals to approve this change. We added in four more points for good measure, judging that we would need them to secure everyone’s votes. The and/or change was, however, the most important because President Chirac had hardened his opposition to ‘or’.

We began to ask our French and Russian colleagues, because their delegations’ votes in the Council would be the marker position for so many others, where their capitals were coming out. This always emerges as a delicate dance between delegations at the end of a negotiation on a draft resolution. Eight weeks of high-level and highly public negotiation now hung in the balance. We learnt that the Russians had decided that they could not abstain on an issue of such importance (even though they had done so in 1999 on Resolution 1284). It would be either a ‘yes’ or a veto. We knew the French wanted to vote the same way as the Russians (and vice versa); and we presumed they would not abstain either. These exchanges brought us into Thursday 7 November, when the US Mission heard that the White House could finally agree to ‘and’ instead of ‘or’ and would allow paragraph 12 to say, as France wanted, that the aim was to ‘secure’ rather than ‘restore’ international peace and security. That was all.

I was worried this was not enough. I wanted support from London to try to get two more concessions out of the Americans, because we could not now permit the negotiation to fail. I called Peter Ricketts to ask him to secure permission from Jack Straw for a final try, only to discover that they had both gone to the Queen’s annual reception for the London Diplomatic Corps. I managed to track him down and asked him to put down his champagne, straighten his white bow tie and have a go at the Foreign Secretary. I do not know what he had to interrupt, but he called back and told me I could have one more try at the Americans. When I told John Negroponte that I wanted to push these final points, he advised me not to risk it. Washington was at the end of its tether. If I insisted on doing so, I should leave it to the last minute and see whether other delegations still had problems.

His judgement proved better than mine. We had signalled in the Security Council on Thursday morning that we would go to a vote on Friday. The Syrians virulently objected, because an Arab League summit was taking place that weekend and they did not wish to be put in the position of voting, as the only Arab nation on the Council, without checking with their brethren. The US and the UK gave a good impression of considering a delay, but we knew what answer we would get from Washington. We came back and confirmed that a vote was set at ten o’clock on Friday. We then heard that the French were signalling that the ‘and’ and/or ‘or’ had done the trick for them. The Russians still had not received their instructions, but Lavrov’s body language was calm. We thought we were OK.

When Friday 8 November dawned, I cross-checked with John Negroponte that there was no call for further informal consultations in the Council. No one seemed to be raising problems. We were left with the assumption that the Russians were all right and that the Syrians, out of their depth on the detail but clear in their antipathy, would abstain. A few minutes before ten o’clock I went to meet John Negroponte outside the US Mission and we walked across the road, at 10 a.m. exactly, to the UN building. At that moment his cellphone rang and he was told that the Syrians were voting yes: pressure on them from Arab partners, France and the UN Secretary-General not to rock the boat had brought them round. We entered the building with smiles on our faces, walked together down the long corridor, past the press, briefly answered some shouted questions as to whether we were optimistic, and went into the Council. Kofi Annan was sitting in his private room behind the Security Council chamber and he invited John and me in. He knew by then that the Syrians were voting positively and he gave us his congratulations that we were getting a unanimous resolution, something he had always wanted for the sake of UN cohesion.

We all went into the chamber with the horseshoe table. It was crowded out. Wives could be spotted in the far corners and the press and public galleries were packed. The Chinese Council President had everyone sitting down by 10.15. Iraq chose not to take a seat at the Council table, as the country on the agenda has a right to demand. We went straight into the vote with no speeches. Wang Yingfan of China asked for a call of hands. The photographers were ready. Lo and behold, all fifteen put up their hands and there was an audible stir from the Member States when they realised that Syria was voting yes. It was fifteen to nil. Kofi Annan gave a short, powerful speech of support, praising the Council for finding unanimity and urging the Iraqi leadership to seize the new opportunity to disarm peacefully.

The fifteen delegations then launched into their explanations of vote. The United States and the United Kingdom declared explicitly that there was no automaticity in the resolution for the later use of force, as the matter would return to the Council under the terms of the resolution. But we underlined that the decision did not constrain any Member State from ‘acting to defend itself against the threat posed by Iraq or to enforce UN resolutions’. The other members of the Council were much more equivocal. As it transpired, however, and this was something of a surprise, only the Mexican delegation set out in quite unmistakable terms their view that no military action should follow without a further resolution from the Council: ‘The possibility of the use of force is valid only as a last resort, with prior explicit authorisation required from the Security Council.’ But there was no wording in the resolution’s text to bear out this interpretation. All the others were less than specific on this point, including the Russians, French and Chinese, who put round their own joint statement later in the day but without expressly making the Mexican point: ‘Failure by Iraq’, they said, ‘will be reported to the Security Council by … UNMOVIC or … the IAEA. It will then be for the Council to take a position on the basis of that report.’ It was an ambiguous formulation, but consistent with the terms of 1441.

The meeting terminated and we gave ourselves up to the press. I went out into the icy November breeze and did pieces to camera for Fox, Sky and Channel 4. That evening I had a long interview with Charlie Rose, New York’s leading talk-show host, in the friendly and positive company of Jean-David Levitte – a clear public signal of no Anglo–French hard feelings. I paid a particular compliment to the central role of Colin Powell in the whole negotiation, all the easier to do because he had come through on the cellphone just as we entered the chamber to express pleasure with the substance of the outcome and to thank the British team for our part in it. He had, moreover, been on his own in the senior US handling of the negotiation. In all these media exchanges there was heavy emphasis on the fifteen-to-nil vote, which really was news. The Prime Minister made a statement immediately after the vote and phone calls started to come in later in the afternoon from the Foreign Secretary, from David Manning at Number Ten and from the rest of the team in London. In the morning the papers on both sides of the Atlantic had front-page photographs of the vote, often featuring Negroponte and me together, my shorn hair so prominent that various friends telephoned to ask whether I was undergoing chemotherapy.

This was the most dramatic negotiation I would go through during my time in New York. Others will help to tell the tale of why the Russians and French decided at the last minute that they could not resist American pressure any longer, but I suspect the difficulty of taking Baghdad’s side formed a large part of it. As their public statements implicitly acknowledged, they had been forced to concede their most important point, that there would be no specific requirement for a second resolution giving authority for the use of force. It had been hard for them to let it go in these fraught November days; and it proved even harder for them to recall this as the early weeks of 2003 rolled by. The drama was by no means over.
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The Inspectors Return

With the adoption of Resolution 1441 a degree of optimism seemed to return to the United Nations. As Thomas Friedman wrote in the New York Times a day or two later, ‘it was the first hopeful moment I have felt since September 11’. He went on in the same article to wonder presciently whether the mood would last:


The American public told Karl Rove, and the British public told Tony Blair, that Iraq was a war of choice, and while it may be a legitimate choice, they did not want to fight it without the cover of the UN … because there is no war in Iraq that does not end up with a long-term occupation and nation-building, and that can’t be effectively pursued alone or under an exclusively US umbrella. Mr Rove, Mr Blair and Mr Colin Powell told that to Mr Bush – who then balanced a threat to go it alone with a diplomatic effort to avoid having to do so.

As I said, all this made for a pretty good weekend … But will it last?



This was not a question we asked ourselves in any operational sense. The cracks between positions might be evident, but why disturb the new momentum by trying to address them now?

The inspection team under Hans Blix immediately began to prepare for a full-scale return to Iraq. The Iraqi Government delivered a churlish public statement about Resolution 1441, but it had no choice but to let the inspectors back in. It did not want to hand the US a pretext for war which everyone would support. The resolution gave Blix significant new powers of access and established far more intrusive parameters for future investigation. The hardliners in Washington were hoping that Baghdad would fail the first and immediate test, the requirement to confirm within seven days its intention to comply with all the terms of the resolution. In fact, Saddam Hussein decided to signal his acceptance of the new terms well before the deadline. Blix found it much more difficult to get Baghdad to agree to the precise arrangements for the inspection operation, but he still succeeded in getting an effective team on the ground before the end of November, improving by a considerable margin on his estimate of forty-five days from the passage of the resolution.

Once the inspectors had settled down at their bases in Baghdad, and later Mosul, and begun their work with routine visits to the main listed WMD sites, attention turned to the 1441 requirement for Iraq to produce a full new declaration of its WMD history and residual stocks. It was assumed in both Washington and Paris that the Iraqis would be stuck on the horns of a nasty dilemma. Either they would be caught reproducing the lies and omissions of their formal WMD statements through the 1990s or they would have to deliver a full and truthful account of all their holdings and documentation, which would mean the end of Saddam Hussein’s treasured image of Iraq as a state with WMD capability. In Washington there was a growing sense of expectation, as the deadline for the declaration drew near, that Saddam would one way or another supply the grounds for an uncontroversial judgement that he had failed to comply with Resolution 1441.

Again, the Iraqis met the UN deadline with a day or two to spare. On 7 December 11,800 pages in English and Arabic were presented to the inspectors in Baghdad. The document included huge annexes, 3,000 pages of them in Arabic, presenting a monstrous mountain of papers for the inspectors to comb through. Clearly Baghdad believed that this new compilation, patching together vast reams of documents from previous statements with a haphazard collection of confusing and largely trivial new detail, would keep the UN occupied for months. Saddam never abandoned the hope that UN working practices would wrap up the United States in endless complexity.

Blix’s team transported the declaration in several heavy boxes from Baghdad to Cyprus and on to New York, where they were offloaded during the first snowstorm of the winter and spirited away into UNMOVIC’s offices on the thirty-fifth floor of the UN building, passing for a moment before the full glare of the television cameras. The US administration was desperate to secure an early look at the text, if possible before any other delegation. The declaration, however, was in UN hands and there was no reason to give the United States preferential treatment over the other members of the Security Council. Washington suggested that copies of the documents should first be delivered to the five Permanent Members and put enormous pressure on the US Mission to achieve this over the weekend of 7–8 December. The Council President for December, Ambassador Valdivieso of Colombia, resisted. The ten elected members of the Council were demanding simultaneous access to the text and we could not expect one of them to rule in favour of the P5.

A consideration arose at this point that went beyond privilege and political rivalry: the Iraqi declaration contained so much detailed material on the nature of the regime’s past WMD holdings and practices that it presented a proliferation risk. Even the inspectors argued that certain passages should not be allowed to fall into the wrong hands. The Non-Permanent Members, particularly Syria, regarded this as one more pretext for preferential treatment of the P5 and Ambassador Valdivieso was caught in an unpleasant bind. In the end he took the decision, tolerable to all except the Syrians, that the UN should make copies for the P5, whose nuclear status gave them the capacity to judge which parts of the declaration should never be published; that the inspectors and the P5 together should edit the text; and that only then should expurgated copies go to the whole Council. The process lasted a full week, with much muttering and complaining and with little acknowledgement of the miraculous task performed by the UN Secretariat in getting such a vast amount of editing and copying done in so short a time. Saddam Hussein’s hope of several months’ delay faded quickly.

Eventually the UN turned to examine the substance of the declaration. Public comment began to flow thick and fast. The Americans insisted in official briefings even before everyone had had a chance to read the document that the declaration was full of lies and evasions. They called for a fresh condemnation of the Iraqi regime. Tension rose. Hans Blix and Mohamed ElBaradei came to the Security Council on 19 December to give their first impressions. Their language was more restrained than Washington’s, but their assessment was hardly more favourable. Memories of the December 1998 saga were resurrected and the UN membership as a whole began to sense real trouble brewing. The Security Council, however, took the sensible decision that a more considered judgement was needed from the inspection teams and a date was set for a further meeting after the New Year break. This took the sting out of the media comment, as people realised that the declaration on its own was not going to be the basis for immediate military action. Nonetheless, some of the temperature was maintained by continuing statements from the US delegation in the Security Council that the inadequate declaration was in itself a further material breach of UN resolutions. The UK pointedly commented that these statements by the Americans were not consistent with paragraph 4 of 1441 and its famous ‘and’.

As it turned out, I had a peaceful Christmas break with the family in Woodstock and we all enjoyed the huge snowfall in the Catskills on Christmas Day. There is nothing like a toboggan and the wet slap of a snowball to put WMD in their proper place. No meetings of the Council were scheduled until the New Year and none on Iraq in the early days of the French Presidency in January 2003. I returned to London at the end of the first week of January for the first-ever global conference of British Heads of Mission and called on David Manning in 10 Downing Street to swap assessments of what lay ahead. My daily reporting from New York was addressed to the Foreign Office and copied around the senior desks in Whitehall Government Departments, but David’s position as Tony Blair’s professional adviser was the pivotal one and his unusually broad experience – Warsaw, Delhi, Paris, Moscow, the Balkans, and Tel Aviv as Ambassador – gave him a real depth of perspective. His view of the political mood, of the potential to move the Americans to respect our bottom lines, of the requirement for Whitehall to present clear and objective advice to the Prime Minister and of the achievability of the formidable targets Tony Blair was setting himself was absolutely essential to members of the close team working on Iraq. His unfathomable calmness in the handling of this cauldron steadied us all and his accuracy of judgement and disarming frankness exerted an influence on White House thinking as well.

London and Washington were in constant touch throughout this period, the main channel being David to Condoleezza Rice; and Jack Straw and Colin Powell were regularly exchanging views on the declaration and the work of the inspectors so far. These were all close working and personal relationships, cemented by respect and trust and capable of carrying the explosive subject matter. But they did not reach into the offices of the Secretary of Defense, where the British Defence Secretary, Geoff Hoon, found it hard to penetrate, or of the Vice-President, who had no precise opposite number on the UK side. There were few indications coming to London that the United States was contemplating precipitate military action while the principal focus remained on the inspectors and what they might find. Yet we were conscious that Cheney had been arguing for an early-February start to the military campaign and we could never be quite sure whether the lines we were using might snap.

With the inspection team continuing its work on the ground throughout this period, Blix and ElBaradei returned to the Security Council on 9 January having spent three frantic weeks wading through the declaration. Their conclusions were anticlimactic. The declaration turned out to be a hotchpotch of old material hastily thrown together, with a few pages of new but largely uninteresting material inserted to keep up the pretence of cooperation. UNMOVIC and the IAEA judged that the declaration on its own neither proved nor disproved that WMD programmes were continuing in Iraq. They played down the implication that Iraq had failed to do what the resolution required. They said that the large number of questions still remaining to be answered would have to be investigated by the inspectors on the ground before any final assessment could be made. The terms of Resolution 1441 specified that Hans Blix would have to report on the inspectors’ findings after sixty days of work in Iraq and Blix set the date for this as 27 January. As with the period before Christmas, the setting of a further date calmed the immediate tension. 27 January became the next crunch date for the United States, according to media comments drawing on Pentagon briefings, to decide whether or not Iraq was cooperating adequately.

For all these short-term postponements, the British Government was becoming increasingly conscious that time was running out on them. London had long known that the momentum behind the American military build-up in the Gulf would make it extremely difficult to keep the UN process going into the early summer, when the weather would turn too hot for a comfortable military campaign. The British objective of keeping the Security Council united behind pressure on Baghdad was also beginning to look forlorn. Up to the beginning of January, Paris had been keen to suggest that continuing cooperation amongst the five Permanent Members would be possible on the basis of 1441. The French were half expecting that UNMOVIC would indeed discover something interesting on the ground. Journalists reporting from Paris were briefed that the French Government believed Iraq still possessed stocks of anthrax and of chemical materials. Chirac had given the occasional hint that, if this proved to be the case, combined military action would not be impossible. This impression of options left open had been strengthened by French contacts with the Pentagon during the autumn to test how a French contribution to an attack might work if things actually turned out that way.

At the end of the first week of January reports appeared in the press that a French aircraft carrier had left Marseilles and was steaming eastwards through the Mediterranean. The French media began to wonder whether French participation in an operation against Iraq was really possible. On 7 January this seemed to strike President Chirac as too forward a position. Perhaps he was becoming increasingly disturbed by the bellicose statements that continued to flow out of the American system even after the success of 1441; or perhaps he sensed that the US resolve to test the UN route fairly was weakening. He made a public statement which stopped all the speculation in its tracks, emphasising the French view that the use of military force had to be a last resort and that France believed it was much too early in the inspectors’ task for any such consideration to be applicable. I do not remember what happened to the aircraft carrier, but it was not heard of again.

Action in the Security Council began to pick up. The P5 came to an understanding that, rather than having a constant series of rows about where Iraq was to feature on the agenda, there should be at least one session of informal consultations a week to keep everyone up to date on developments with the inspection regime and other elements of the story. By the coincidence of the alphabet the French and the Germans, newly elected on to the Council from January onwards, held the Presidency for the first two months of the year and so this time the control of the agenda lay in the hands of the opposition, since Paris and Berlin were colluding closely.

The work of the inspectors in Iraq was at this stage starting to turn from the re-examination of known WMD sites to the testing of possible hiding-places of undeclared material or documents. So much political and public recrimination over WMD has built up since the 2003 invasion that the atmosphere of expectation that a significant find might happen any day is hard to reconstruct. But in January 2003 barely anyone was prepared to say with any conviction that there was nothing to be found: neither the inspectors nor our opponents in the Security Council; neither the media nor the political oppositions in the US or the UK. Charles Duelfer, the senior American in UNMOVIC and later David Kay’s successor as Head of the Iraq Survey Group, which searched Iraq in vain for WMD after the conflict, was in touch with the UK Mission from time to time and our discussions were focused on the chances of finding the right lead to a WMD cache. The principal British concern during this period was whether there would be time for the inspectors to breach the Iraqis’ concealment techniques before the United States lost patience with the process and unleashed their troops. Washington’s worry lay more in the direction of mistrust in the competence or the good faith of the inspectors.

As it happened, a find did materialise in mid-January. An inspection team, acting on a Western tip-off, entered and searched the private house of an Iraqi scientist. They discovered that he had hidden there some 3,000 pages of documents on Iraq’s earlier nuclear programme. These did not indicate any up-to-date activity on nuclear weapons, but the documents had not appeared in the 7 December declaration, were relevant to Iraq’s past activities and should have been handed over long ago under the earlier resolutions. They amounted to a serious misdemeanour, though not quite to a ‘smoking gun’, in spite of the temptation in Washington to make the claim. In the same week another team re-searched a building thought to be clean and unearthed a dozen shell casings of a type known to have been filled with chemical materials during the 1980s. The newspapers termed them ‘missile warheads’, but they were more likely to have been designated for artillery use. Eleven of these were found to be empty but in very good condition. A twelfth contained some liquid, which was sent away for examination. The following week four more similar casings were found, totalling sixteen out of the 30,000 or more shells that had not been accounted for by UNSCOM during the 1990s. Again the inspectors did not characterise them as a smoking gun, but the US and UK Governments thought hard about doing so themselves. The casings were definitely usable for chemical or biological warfare. But the nature of the hiding-place was more consistent with the Iraqi claim that they had been overlooked than with the American insistence that they had been deliberately concealed and withheld. Meanwhile, the liquid in the twelfth shell casing turned out to be uninteresting.

Washington and London decided that, without backing from UNMOVIC, they would not convince the world that these developments were a sign of an active and continuing programme. Since the inspectors were now clearly getting into their stride, we felt we could afford to wait a bit longer. UNMOVIC’s reputation went up a few notches in Washington, as did the UK’s for supplying the information to UNMOVIC. The trend was sustained when the inspectors examined a consignment of Russian-made Volga missile engines which had been imported by Iraq within the previous six months, probably not from Russia itself, and which they suspected were too powerful for the maximum missile range permissible under the resolutions. We seemed to be getting somewhere, but the somewhere was not yet quite far enough.

These were nervous days for me. I could see that the Council’s unanimity over Resolution 1441, which had inspired such euphoria at the time of its adoption, was extremely unlikely to be sustained if Iraq scored a few cooperation points with the inspectors and nothing telling was uncovered on or in Iraqi soil. UN headquarters bristled with suspicion that the US and the UK were looking for the slightest pretext to launch an attack on Iraq. The issue was gradually growing into something way beyond the classification of Iraq as a threat to regional peace or to the world’s non-proliferation system. In spite of its mixed record, the UN’s prime position as the keeper of global peace and security would, in the increasingly sharp view of the French, the Russians and the numerous governments who thought like them, be undermined if the United States and its allies elbowed aside the UN’s mechanisms and made their own decisions on war and peace. The division between the two camps – those who put the international system and those who put their own national security concerns at the top of their priorities – could only be bridged if the inspectors caught Iraq red-handed. The UN Member States would not mind if US or UK intelligence led UNMOVIC to a pile of chemical weapons, so long as it was the inspection team that dug them up.

I received personal confirmation of the significance of this issue when my Chinese colleague privately indicated to me that in his view Beijing would not oppose the use of force if Iraq was proved to have deceived the UN over their WMD. Wang Yingfan would not risk misinterpreting his capital on such a matter. I knew that the French and Russian Governments held the same position. A smoking gun would be a priceless political asset for the British Government internationally as well as domestically. Without one, we had thin cover. As the weeks rolled by without a telling development, I went to work morning after morning wondering when we might safely gain this prize, trying not to ask my UNMOVIC liaison team for the latest news and reassuring my long-suffering Iraq desk officer, Adam Bye, that we had to keep going on the Security Council strategy come what may.

It is no use saying now that I advised London that the UK position would be so much more watertight if a smoking gun was discovered. I did so, but any ambassador would have done the same. There would be no great dilemma for the British Government if Iraq was found guilty by the UN’s inspectors and condemned by all the members of the Security Council. The Foreign Office hardly needed a wagging finger from their representative at the UN to realise that the UK’s position in New York and internationally would be seriously compromised without proof of an unmistakable breach by Iraq. But the point had to be set out clearly for the record because it made such a difference to the UK position. And, within a policy geared to achieving the peaceful disarmament of Iraq if at all possible, I thought it important to underline the high sensitivity internationally of any decision to go to war.

The crux for London lay in the choice between participation in an attack without specific authorisation from the UN and insisting on waiting for the inspection process to be exhausted. So long as the UK could present its policy as falling within the terms of international law, the policy would be judged on its results. For the next two months this exercised the Government deeply from the Prime Minister downwards. The sooner military action was to be launched, the more convincing the arguments would have to be that Saddam Hussein was incorrigibly defiant. That became the fundamental policy and timing dilemma for the British leadership. A great deal depended on it: opinion polls in the UK were showing that some 80 per cent opposed UK participation in a war without UN authorisation. The Labour Party was restless and Cabinet ministers were beginning to mutter about resignation.

I went over this dilemma in guarded terms on the telephone with David Manning and we agreed that I should come back to London on 23 January to discuss the situation in full with senior ministers. I could not afford to leave New York for longer than was absolutely necessary and so it was one of those trips that gave me six hours in central London for eighteen hours of travel. In the discussion at Number Ten I set out my view that the legal basis for the bombing of Iraq in December 1998 served as an important precedent for the basis for military action in the near future, but the decision would have to be taken only after all other avenues were manifestly exhausted and the action would need to be regarded internationally as proportionate to the offence. We went over the possibilities of an UNMOVIC success and the need for maximum UK assistance for the inspectors on the ground. We studied the time factor carefully. These exchanges left me with the impression that no irreversible decision had by then been taken by the Prime Minister that the UK would participate in military action on a particular timing. Securing broad support in the Security Council carried such value that we all agreed that as much time as possible should be devoted to this, though we realised the unlikelihood of holding back the US much beyond early March. While Tony Blair knew that the big decision rested with Washington, and it was clear to all of us in his support team that he was committed to supporting the United States against Saddam Hussein if force proved necessary, a chink of hope remained in his mind that UN pressures on Baghdad, and even Arab desperation to avoid a regional flare-up, might squeeze out a solution before force was actually used.

The clearest public exposition of the Prime Minister’s detailed thinking on Iraq came in his extended meeting with the Liaison Committee of the House of Commons on Tuesday 21 January, a few days before the first Blix report in the Security Council and his own visit to Washington for a strategy session with President Bush. The transcript repays reading in full. It demonstrates well the two parameters in his mind at the time on the question of going to war. The first was that Iraq under Saddam Hussein, with its gruesome history and its capacity to develop and use chemical or biological weapons, was a live threat and had to be dealt with: ‘If George Bush was not raising the issue of Iraq and weapons of mass destruction, I would be raising it. In fact, I did raise it at the very first meeting I had with him in February 2001, before September 11, before any of the recent events.’ Blair’s resolute focus on Iraq echoed his up-front determination to deal with Milosevic in 1999 and with the Taliban in Afghanistan early in 2001, before the United States had finally decided what to do about either one. It illustrated a feature of his policy-making much more generally, that when he had accepted within his own mind the rightness of a strategic choice, he would pursue it through any amount of obstacles or counter-argument. This achieved results that a more flexible approach might not have done, but it could also raise the costs to a level that risked his whole premiership.

The second parameter was that war should be avoided if the UK and the US could together find another way of ending the threat. By mid-January, the commitment to support the United States in an attack was well nigh inescapable, but the circumstances making conflict inevitable had not yet, as Tony Blair saw it, closed in on him. As he said to MPs on 21 January: ‘When we get to the point of taking the decision, the circumstances will not be the circumstances we have got today, they will be changed by what the inspectors find, by what we are able to tell people, by the circumstances that will exist at that time.’ This was not mere prevarication, avoiding a public admission that he had taken a decision to use force. Later on in the hearing, answering a question about the role of the inspectors in the UN process, Tony Blair said:


There are two different sets of circumstances. There is a set of circumstances in which you find the conclusive proof and there is a set of circumstances in which a pattern of behaviour develops of non-cooperation. The first is easy to describe as a category and the second, as you rightly say, requires more considered judgement and I agree with that. Part of the difficulty is that what we are doing at the moment is we are increasing massively the pressure on Saddam and his regime. How are we managing to get the intelligence out of there? How are we managing to see what Saddam is up to, to see the cracks developing in the regime? We are doing it precisely because we are sending troops down there, he knows that the threat is real unless he cooperates, so we are trying to put maximum pressure on him and if I am sometimes coy about speculating what happens after 27 January or if the inspectors say this or say that, it is because I do not want to do anything that weakens that enormous pressure coming to bear on the regime either to cooperate or, frankly, to crumble.



In the same meeting the Prime Minister addressed his intention to go for a second resolution, which by this time was a decided element of UK policy even if the Americans remained to be persuaded. He brought up the possibility of there being ‘an unreasonable veto’ in the Security Council: ‘When I say the preference is for a UN resolution, it is easier in every respect if there is one. All I say, also, however, is we cannot have a situation in which there is a material breach recognised by everybody and yet action is unreasonably blocked. I do not think that will happen but nonetheless you have to have that qualification otherwise the discussion that we have in the Security Council is not likely to be as productive as it should.’ And a bit later: ‘If they [put down a veto] in those circumstances then I think it would be wrong if we said, “Right, well there is nothing we can do, he can carry on and develop those weapons.” Of course it is better if we go down the UN route, and that is what we want to do, that is what I have been striving for all the way through. [But] we must not give a signal to Saddam that there is a way out of this.’

From our confidential discussions I never felt that he held one view in private and pronounced another in public. After this visit to London I took it that my job in New York was to keep the Security Council together in realising the complete WMD disarmament of Iraq by whatever means necessary, but without the use of force if possible. I knew that this would be very hard, but in this last week of January I did not think it would be impossible.

The date of 20 January stands out in my memory as a milestone in the downhill journey of US–French relations. That day was the occasion for a ministerial meeting of the Security Council on the subject of counter-terrorism, inspired by the French January Presidency. For the past fifteen months the UK had been chairing the Council’s Counter-Terrorism Committee and I had been expending a huge amount of energy and diplomatic capital in trying to persuade every member of the UN to sharpen their domestic defences, legal and operational, against the possibility of terrorist activity on their soil. The event carried the risk that any meeting of Foreign Ministers would be sidetracked onto Iraq, but Dominique de Villepin successfully presided over a session principally focused on the subject listed.

Things began to unravel immediately after the meeting broke up. There was no great need for the Council President to come to the microphone outside the Chamber, because the press had attended the whole session. The other Foreign Ministers, including Colin Powell, had already left for lunch at the French Residence. When Villepin faced the reporters, the subject of Iraq did not take long to come up. We knew that the French and German Governments had recently been discussing the imperative need, in their joint view, to prevent the Americans from taking their own decision to attack Iraq. French diplomats had been testing the waters in Washington and had concluded that the United States had firmed up its intention to use force. The French Foreign Minister now launched into a scathing comment on the inappropriateness of military preparations when the inspectors still had so much work to complete. France would, he said, stand resolutely for the primacy of collective action through the United Nations. ‘If war is the only way to resolve this problem,’ Villepin said, ‘we are going down a dead end … The United Nations should stay on a path of cooperation. The other choice is to move forward out of impatience … towards military intervention. We believe that today nothing justifies military action.’

Powell took immediate exception to this outburst, which he regarded as gratuitous and unnecessarily aggressive. Richard Armitage, the Deputy Secretary of State, later commented: ‘He was very unamused. When he’s unamused, he gets pretty cold. He puts the eyes on you and there is no doubt when his jaws are jacked. It’s not a pretty sight.’ When the ministers met on their own for lunch, quite a row broke out. Villepin brought up public remarks Powell had made a few days previously about the high degree of risk Iraq posed to American interests, which he saw as part of a growing Washington emphasis on enumerating the reasons for using force. Powell responded by underlining the ineffectiveness of any measures against Saddam Hussein unless force hung over him as a real threat. US–French communications, so markedly improved by the 1441 negotiation, took a dive. They were not improved a day or two later when Donald Rumsfeld delivered his notorious aphorism about ‘old’ and ‘new’ Europe, comparing the more forthcoming attitude of the Central and Eastern Europeans on Iraq than that of France and Germany.

Something had got to the French over this period. Up until the New Year they had appeared to be keeping their options open. We on the UK side were as genuinely surprised by Villepin’s tirade as the Americans; and surprise, particularly between presumed friends, is an indicator of a diplomatic failure on one side or the other. Since Jean-David Levitte’s departure for Washington in November, I no longer had quite the same inside appreciation of Paris’s thinking and I had not yet got to know his less open successor, Jean-Marc de la Sablière.

Looking back, I think we made an all too common mistake. We interpreted our own position in the light of the most reasonable and accommodating of our ministers’ public statements. Those who were suspicious of what we were up to took the truth to be closer to the most unpalatable and disturbing of them. The United Kingdom was repeating ad nauseam the mantra that no basis for war could exist unless Iraq offended against the resolutions of the United Nations on WMD and that all was still to play for, the hard end of the US spectrum of public pronouncements gave a very different impression and it constantly worried London that this was the case. On 20 January Villepin was reflecting French alarm that even Colin Powell, the supposed peacemonger in the US ranks, was now talking up the military option.

Hans Blix’s 27 January report now loomed large. Neither Washington nor London was comfortable with the increasing media emphasis on this event as the catalyst for a decision on military action. Although the American press had been speculating that Cheney had been pressing for the start of an Iraq invasion on 1 February, London had been working on Washington for a much more extended timetable and other parts of the Washington system were focused on March rather than February. The US and UK Missions in New York were asked to take some of the weight off 27 January; and we therefore arranged with the incoming German Presidency for February that there should be a further report from Blix on the progress of inspections in Iraq set for 14 February. This was agreed within the Security Council and, when the press was told about it, some of the tension over 27 January eased.

Hans Blix did not reveal his intentions for the 27 January report. The US and UK teams had, between them, been consulting him regularly over the progress of inspections, feeding in what we could by way of information and assistance. Blix kept his thoughts to himself. We therefore had to prepare quite carefully what our delegations would say in the Security Council once he had delivered his report. I told John Negroponte that I was going to ask Blix some very pointed questions about Iraqi uncooperativeness and concealment, and particularly about the lack of progress being made by UNMOVIC inspectors in their interviews with Iraqi scientists.

As I went over my notes during the weekend of 25–26 January at our cottage in Woodstock, the Number Ten switchboard came through on the telephone to say that the Prime Minister wanted to talk. He was due to appear on Frost on Sunday and he wanted to bring himself fully up to date on what might come out of the Security Council meeting the next day. These calls, relaxed and businesslike, came through once every ten days or so as the tension built up and Blair wanted to get a feel for the front line. I went over what we knew of the Iraqi performance with the inspectors since the end of November and gave my view that, even though no significant WMD find had been made, Iraq could not be characterised as having cooperated with UNMOVIC in the comprehensive terms laid out in Resolution 1441. It did not seem to me that the complete disarmament of Iraq was going to take place through the process of inspections, but we still needed a significant discovery. The Prime Minister took this on board as, I think, an important consideration in his judgement of what time period he needed to insist on for the inspection process. With a visit to Washington looming, that question of timing was turning into the principal tactical issue.

On 27 January the Security Council met in open session to hear the reports from Hans Blix and Mohamed ElBaradei. No Ministers were present, but the hall was filled with UN delegates, the public and the press in a buzz of anticipation. None of them knew what to expect, but Council members had been given the texts as we sat down and I could see from a quick glance that the UNMOVIC assessment was going to be quite critical of Iraq. I breathed a quiet sigh of relief. We and our opponents knew how important this moment was and we avoided catching each other’s eyes. Blix emphasised that the inspectors needed a good deal more time to complete their work. French heads nodded vigorously. But he was equally clear that the nature of Iraq’s cooperation with UNMOVIC had so far proved inadequate. In a passage widely quoted from his presentation in the days that followed, not least by the American administration, Blix said: ‘Iraq appears not to have come to a genuine acceptance – not even today – of the disarmament which was demanded of it and which it needs to carry out to win the confidence of the world and to live in peace.’ The words were double-underlined on the US and UK desks and Negroponte and I exchanged satisfied glances.

Once the reports had been heard in the main Chamber, the Security Council repaired next door to the informals room. Council members had agreed to use the session merely to put further questions to UNMOVIC and the IAEA, but the US delegation surprised me by choosing to set out a full statement of the American assessment to date, which reaffirmed Washington’s view that Iraq had committed and was continuing to commit a material breach of the resolutions. I concentrated more narrowly on the questions that Blix and ElBaradei’s statements had not fully answered, using the opportunity to emphasise privately for other members of the Council what seemed to the UK to remain highly suspect in Iraq’s performance. The rest of the Council were obviously more circumspect in their interventions, but they had to come to terms with the relative severity of Hans Blix’s judgement about Iraqi cooperation. On the nuclear side, they were encouraged by the fact that ElBaradei told us in this restricted session that while he needed more time for the complete elimination of Iraq’s nuclear capability, he felt elimination through the inspection process was a genuine possibility.

The next day in London, the British Government began to react firmly to what Blix had said. The Foreign Secretary, with little warning to me in New York but feeling the pressure from Washington, put out a statement which said that Blix’s report amounted to a judgement that Iraq was in material breach of the resolution both because of the inadequate declaration and because of its further failure to cooperate with UNMOVIC – the two cardinal points of paragraph 4 of Resolution 1441. 28 January thus became the day when London’s assessment moved into alignment with Washington’s that, in effect, Iraq now risked the ‘serious consequences’ that operative paragraph 13 of Resolution 1441 prescribed. This solidified the UK position before the Prime Minister’s meeting with President Bush on 31 January. It also left the UK delegation in a different position within the Security Council: even if we were arguing for a way through without force, as we were from time to time, we also had to defend our position that force was already justified.

Later that afternoon I called on Hans Blix and went over the ground very carefully with him. He was grateful for the help the UK had so far given to UNMOVIC but was growing increasingly concerned about the pressure being put on him by the political imperatives in the US and, to a lesser extent, the UK. He refers to this in his own book, Disarming Iraq, and is clear there, as he was to me, that while he understood the circumstances, he thought our two Governments were excessively reliant on intelligence that was indicative but not incontrovertible. On the substance, he was sure that Iraq was withholding the high degree of cooperation demanded by Resolution 1441, but doubtful about the likelihood of finding actual WMD. In that respect he had reacted unhappily to the weight Washington was putting on that one sentence from the report. He said he was considering two further moves by UNMOVIC: first, distilling the questions Iraq had still failed to answer satisfactorily and listing them in groups of related items (the concept of what came to be called the ‘clusters’ document); and second, requiring Iraq to destroy the newly imported Volga rocket motors which UNMOVIC had discovered earlier in January and which the experts had decided could power Iraq’s Al Samoud missiles beyond the maximum range allowed under the sanctions rules. Both these measures would increase the pressure on Baghdad and I was encouraged.

When I called on the US Mission to compare notes, I heard from John Negroponte for the first time the plan for Colin Powell to deliver a unilateral presentation of the WMD evidence available to the United States. Washington was thinking of calling for an open session of the Council for that purpose. I expressed my personal doubts. I realised that London would welcome an American move to share the burden of the case against Saddam Hussein – up to then it had only been made in a comprehensive way by the British dossier in September – but I questioned whether new and compelling information could be presented publicly to the Security Council when the US and the UK teams liaising with UNMOVIC had so far been unable to offer anything in confidence to inspire a convincing find. I was concerned that the United States would be using up their ammunition in a single shot when it might not convince the doubters in the Council. Negroponte listened carefully, but told me that the decision had probably already been made in Washington. I realised what that meant, but passed on my doubts to London nevertheless. Their reaction was to steer away from dissuading the Americans from doing something on which they were clearly determined for their own domestic reasons and which backed up the British dossier. Over the next few days the London–Washington lines were humming while the UK side tried to give advice on the areas of intelligence that would form the most persuasive exposition.

On 31 January Bush and Blair met in Washington – Camp David was abandoned at the last minute because of the weather – with only Condoleezza Rice and David Manning present as Iraq advisers. The details of the frequent conversations between these two leaders, and of the almost daily exchanges between their Foreign Ministers or close advisers, will not be available for public consumption for many years. They amount to an extraordinary chain of bilateral consultation and debate, more continuous and substantive than at any other period of US–UK cooperation that I have lived through or read about, including the Churchill–Roosevelt relationship during the Second World War.

The impression I gained after this particular summit was that both leaders still retained the hope, however slim, that some way could be found of dealing with Saddam Hussein without resorting to full-scale military action. There was by now no doubt in their minds that, if this was the only effective route, an allied invasion of Iraq would be pursued together and that no possible alternative would emerge except under the pressure of imminent military action. The domestic foundation and support for the use of force, following the Congressional decision in October, stood clear and strong on the American side. That overshadowed the role of the international community in the eyes of the US administration. The British Government, by contrast, had not yet established the necessary domestic backing, either in Parliament or in public opinion; and this would not be forthcoming unless the use of force was seen as justified in international law. On 31 January the President reaffirmed that he understood the Prime Minister’s difficulty in this respect, accepted that the UK needed to try for a second resolution in the Security Council and undertook to support that effort. This did not, however, come out as firmly as the UK had hoped in the press conference that followed. It appeared that the White House team developed cold feet after the meeting about too explicit a statement in support of a return to diplomacy. The President ducked the first question on the issue, and then said: ‘Should the United Nations decide to pass a second resolution, it would be welcomed if it is yet another signal that we are intent upon disarming Saddam Hussein.’ This was well short of the warm endorsement for which the UK had been hoping. But the two sides understood each other politically: this was to be the diplomatic strategy.

The timing issue came down to three considerations: the minimum reasonable period for the inspectors; time to persuade other members of the Security Council that staying together was the only way of avoiding war; and the momentum of the military build-up. The latter was of course particularly compelling for the Americans. The administration had been intensifying the propaganda war since November and as a result there were two additional factors to consider: the heightened state of US domestic expectations and the downside in any long delay for economic activity and other regular business. It seemed to me at this point that, for all the arguments for flexibility on timing that the British side were constantly putting, it would be very hard to get the United States to wait much beyond the first or second week of March before beginning the military campaign against Iraq. That was all the time we had to make any other approach work.
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Pitched Battles in the Security Council

I had agreed to give a speech to a forum in Middleburg, Virginia, on Sunday 2 February, and Anne and I decided to spend part of the weekend in Washington. I also made some appointments at the State Department for Monday. We met Jean-David and Marie-Cecile Levitte for lunch on Saturday, anxious to catch up with the couple whom we had come to like best of all our French diplomatic colleagues over the years. Their move to Washington had come just when Jean-David’s huge multilateral experience and talent was most badly needed at the UN. He and I settled down to a long chat over coffee to swap impressions of where the world was heading on Iraq.

It was a relief to have a completely frank discussion with this wise, pragmatic man, whose Russian father and Anglo-Dutch mother had left him with no subcutaneous Gallic hang-ups about the Anglo-Saxons, but no qualms either about standing up to them. Levitte, realistic in his appraisal of where the Americans were heading, was as anxious as I was to maximise the chances of avoiding war. He knew that this was a forlorn hope unless some kind of understanding could be patched up between Paris and Washington. The prospects of a rapprochement had taken a turn for the worse since Powell’s clash with Villepin at the UN, and Jean-David had already felt the fallout in his daily dealings with the US administration. That morning had brought the awful news of the destruction of the Columbia space shuttle. President Chirac had reacted with instinctive sympathy and telephoned Bush to express his sorrow – as it happened, he was the first foreign leader to do so. Jean-David told me that the two men had talked with greater understanding than they had shared for months. He hoped the conversation might signal the start of a reversal in recent trends, but he also made it abundantly clear that France remained resolutely opposed to US unilateral action against Iraq. He believed that it would do no good at all for the UK to attempt to round up support in the Security Council for a second resolution. France would much prefer each member of the fifteen to be left to react to developments as they thought best. That way the US and, if necessary, the UK could follow their own instincts and policies and others could explain theirs. Why try against the odds to drive all fifteen down the same path?

I explained that the UK’s goal was still to disarm Iraq without a conflict. Why could Paris not see that unanimous pressure on Baghdad was our only hope? War was inevitable if we all went our separate ways. Levitte thought that war was inevitable anyway. France was only trying to minimise the effect on international relationships and the UN. We agreed to disagree, but the conversation left me with a lot to think about, because I trusted Jean-David’s understanding of the need to deal with the threat posed by Iraq, as well as his commitment to the avoidance of bad blood.

The French approach sharpened the UK dilemma. War was looming and we would be a willing partner in an attack on Iraq if that was the only way to ensure its disarmament. Washington realised that Tony Blair was coming under immense pressure at home. Condoleezza Rice summed it up on one occasion during this period with a succinct quip: ‘This is not what we meant by regime change.’ The French idea for avoiding outright confrontation in the Security Council would not distress the United States, but we felt that we had no choice, having persuaded the Americans to come with us this far in the search for an alternative route to war, but to press for a second resolution. We shared the French view at that point that the inspectors had not been given enough of a run and we wanted to use as much time as we could to get Saddam Hussein to concede peacefully. But we were in a tight bind and the manner in which French policy was being publicly presented was likely to give Saddam hope that international divisions would save his skin. Both these facets, the shared analysis and the visceral difference over the preparations for war, were aired between Tony Blair and Jacques Chirac during the Anglo–French summit in northern France on 4 February. It did not help to close the gap.

I am sure Levitte did not intend it this way, but the concept of separate paths held another potential trap for the UK. In a crisis where members of the Security Council have sharply differing interests, a vacuum spells danger. France and Russia had already made it abundantly clear that the issue that exercised them more than anything else, certainly more than the fate of Iraq as such, was the US overriding the international order. Both of them, for different reasons, found the rise of a single superpower distasteful. Both wanted to preserve the primacy of the United Nations or make the cost of disdaining it as high as possible. If we initiated an invasion of Iraq without further discussion in the Security Council, I could easily imagine one or the other of our main opponents proposing a resolution condemning our action. They were bound to gain greater support than the Russian draft did after the attack on Serbia in 1999. I wanted the United Kingdom to retain the initiative in New York even if the higher aim of a peaceful outcome proved unachievable.

On Monday I joined Christopher Meyer for a call on Deputy Secretary Richard Armitage in the State Department. This genial, plain-speaking Texan, close to Powell in spirit and a constant bellwether to us of what was or was not achievable in Washington, went through the hard facts with us. He did not think our task was hopeless. We discussed in some detail the prospects for securing nine or more votes in the Security Council for a second resolution, which the State Department saw more favourably than any other part of the administration. We all felt the odds had risen after Blix’s presentation on 27 January, but there was a long way to go.

Word came along the seventh-floor corridor that Secretary Powell had returned from a session at the Pentagon, where he had gone to refine his presentation to the Security Council. He was asking to see me for a few minutes. When I arrived in his office, Colin Powell was entirely focused on the details of the text he was scheduled to deliver in two days. I knew that it was much too late to put the case against doing the presentation at all, but I argued for an exclusive concentration on Iraq’s WMD programmes, without any mention of the rationale for regime change or the unconvincing evidence of links with al Qaida. I also hoped he would hold back some of the intelligence material that was being considered for inclusion: it was important not to lay out everything we had, because the Iraqis would then be able to calculate how much we did not know. The Secretary, friendly as ever, said he thought my points were valid: he had already weeded out a good deal of material from the more aggressive quarters of the administration. I could see, nevertheless, that the subject had worn down his patience: British instincts were fair enough, but time was short and he had his job to do. The exchange did nothing to ease my feeling that we were all being driven down a path that had not been properly thought through.

The German Presidency started slowly at the beginning of February. Powell’s presentation had received such a strong advance billing in the press that there was little point in having further Council discussions about Iraq until we had heard what he had to say. 5 February thus dawned with a marked sense of anticipation. Would this be comparable with the Adlai Stevenson moment, the galleries were asking, when he produced the photographs of the Cuban missiles in the Council and challenged the Soviet Ambassador to deny them?

The Security Council chamber was crowded well before the session was due to start. Several of the Council seats were taken by Foreign Ministers, including Jack Straw for the UK who had come over to support his ally. Spouses and friends helped to fill the public gallery to overflowing and the press were fighting for space in the balconies. Cameras flashed continually. Not knowing exactly what Powell was going to say, I became caught up in the general mood, refusing to acknowledge the much stronger likelihood that if there was a clinching story to tell I would have heard it by now.

The Americans had set up special screens on either side of the Norwegian tapestry to carry the images backing up Powell’s exposition. The Secretary of State sat in the US seat at the table, with the Director of Central Intelligence, George Tenet, and Ambassador John Negroponte captive in the seats behind him. Powell spoke without a pause for seventy-five minutes: we watched the clock with interest because the original estimates of the time it would take to present all the material recommended by the Washington hawks ranged up to three and a half hours. It was a compelling performance, full of the drama of suspicious Iraqi telephone conversations and satellite photographs of loaded military vehicles. He elaborated on the evidence for continuing chemical, biological and missile programmes and interpreted the pictures up on the screens. He was obliged to acknowledge, however, that the weapons of mass destruction themselves did not feature except by inference; and inference in these matters was a skilled job for the professionals. He took us lucidly through the steps that joined up the argument. For the converted it was impressive. I waited for the effect to sink in.

I waited in vain. The unconverted were not bowled over: they saw little here but interpretation. This was the UN and, as a matter of principle, the majority were not prepared to be rolled over by information available only to one Member State. If the UN inspectors came across the line then they would follow. That was a primary and wide-reaching point of which we and the United States perhaps took too little account during these partisan diplomatic skirmishes. On top of that, the debate had in the days after Blix’s 27 January report moved on from whether or not Iraq was cooperating with the UN. Blix had clearly said that they were not. Jack Straw’s articulate presentation after Powell explaining precisely why they were not was interesting but not new. The question exercising people’s minds was rather what the international community should now do about it. Was this really a basis for war in such a fragile region? Would it not be better if the inspectors continued for a much longer period, until they were in a position to assess objectively whether or not Iraq’s sins deserved the ultimate punishment? What the hardliners in Washington had predicted from the moment the UN route was suggested was now beginning to happen: the accumulation of UN resolutions and of medium-sized Iraqi sins was not enough to outweigh the judgement of the majority that capital punishment could not be decreed unless Iraq had committed an identifiable and up-to-date capital crime. For all the build-up and the theatre, Powell’s speech had not proved that it had.

The French approach cleverly built on this general lack of conviction. Dominique de Villepin was the first speaker at this meeting to make new proposals. He said that the inspection system should be strengthened by the addition of new and higher technology equipment and he offered UNMOVIC the use of specially adapted French Mirage aircraft. The Russians quickly stepped in and said that a Russian spy plane would also be made available. They also proposed the appointment of a new high-level WMD coordinator on the ground. The others did not comment on these suggestions at the table because their speeches were prepared and cleared with their capitals beforehand, but a scrabble ensued for the media stake-out afterwards and Germany, China, Mexico, Pakistan and quite a few others gave the French ideas plenty of wind. The UK, Spain, Bulgaria and, to a lesser extent, Chile pointed to the fundamental block that Iraqi non-cooperation was placing on any UNMOVIC capability. As Jack Straw said at the lunch that followed, a thousand well-equipped inspectors would not do the business if all the Iraqi witnesses had been terrorised into silence. Privately we and the Americans muttered about the sudden conversion of the French and the Russians to tough powers for the inspectors when they had been so resistant to them during the negotiation of Resolution 1441. But we could not escape the sinking feeling that the floating voters on the Council were drifting away from us.

We also had our European partners to contend with. All through the Iraq crisis, and especially after the US administration had decided to bring the issue to the United Nations, the UK regularly had to explain within the EU what it was trying to achieve and why it had thrown in its lot so comprehensively with the Americans. During my career as a British diplomat, much of it concerned with the development of the European experiment and with the re-ordering of the continent after the collapse of the Soviet Union, no foreign policy question divided the United Kingdom from the European mainland quite as sharply as Iraq. The UK Mission in New York came up against constant badgering in our regular meetings with our EU colleagues, over and above their pointed demands for information on Security Council issues. The European Treaties protected the special position of France and the United Kingdom in the Security Council, but that did not dilute the resentment felt for what was generally regarded as an anachronistic and un-European privilege.

Jack Straw, like Robin Cook before him, took his EU duties seriously and was appreciated by his colleagues for that. He did his best to keep his partners up to date on Iraq developments and to keep the pack together on the fundamental elements of policy. I gave as frank a briefing as possible each week to my colleagues in New York, often fuller than the other EU members of the Council, which normally included two elected as well as the two permanent members, but the UK’s closeness to the United States on Iraq, resurrecting all the old EU suspicions about the Anglo-Saxon Trojan Horse, and the huge ramifications of the issue for the wider international structures outweighed these tactical responses. Our efforts may have helped most of our partners to understand why we were acting as we did, but we could not hope to win their approval. The powerful advocacy of France and Germany for avoiding war and upholding European unity always had more impact on the EU majority than the realpolitik arguments of the UK.

Powell’s 5 February briefing meeting brought together in New York the British, French, German, Spanish and (as current EU President) Greek Foreign Ministers. Jack Straw came under a severe grilling from the others, with Ana Palacio of Spain, our ally on Iraq but not on marching out of step with our European partners, staying largely silent. Accusations that we were splitting the EU and making a common foreign policy impossible flew thick and fast. Straw defended himself with vigour. The personal friendships within the group were, in the European way, not seriously affected and there were sincere handshakes afterwards. But the political and emotional gap looked very wide.

It would be wrong to conclude from the acerbity of the differences over Iraq at the United Nations and in other international forums that the United States and the United Kingdom descended to abject levels of popularity and influence amongst the membership at large. The US, of course, could look after itself. There was barely a country represented in New York – Cuba, North Korea, Iran and Iraq were really the only long-term exceptions – that did not look for a good relationship, or at least an acceptable modus vivendi, with Washington. In their collective groups – the G77, the Arab League, the Non-Aligned, the smaller ad-hoc collections of developing or Islamic nations – they might put out stinging criticism of US policy and attitudes, but they kept up their personal and informal contacts with the US Mission in the corridors and in private meetings. The United Kingdom did not exert any such magnetism. We had to work for friendship and influence outside, and sometimes within, our normal circles of allies, earn a grudging acceptance in the Security Council and campaign hard for elected positions in other UN committees and councils.

Elections for UN bodies tended to test the general image and popularity of a country as much as the quality of a candidate for a particular office. Between 4 and 7 February, while the Powell briefing was commanding the world’s attention, a different kind of international contest was being played out in the basement of the UN building. It was the time for judges to be elected to the International Criminal Court, which had been created by treaty in 1998 but was taking an age to bring into operation, partly because of the high-pitched opposition of the United States. Over a period of four days successive votes were taken to produce an internationally diverse court of eighteen judges. My Jordanian colleague, Prince Zeid bin Raad al Hussein, held the unenviable job of presiding over this political and procedural whirlpool. The UK’s candidate, Adrian Fulford, held all the right qualifications but the UK itself might not, in the eyes of many of the voting Missions. By the third day of voting eleven or twelve candidates had been elected from popular countries, by which point it was becoming increasingly hard to ignore the candidates of individual worth. Fulford was elected by a decent margin and the UK Mission, which carried the hopes of an expectant London, breathed a sigh of relief. The French delegation, however, were put through a much more tortuous experience with a candidate of similar quality. It was not until the eighteenth round had gone through several split votes that their man squeezed in. I took this as a sign, which I would never have had the honesty to do if the converse had happened, that Britain could maintain its appeal at the UN despite Iraq.

Hans Blix and Mohamed ElBaradei were due to deliver their next report on 14 February. They decided to visit Baghdad in the days running up to 9 February, to try to secure a more forthcoming attitude to interviews and overflights. UNMOVIC were getting no useful material out of the Iraqi scientists and technicians they interrogated, partly because they were working from lists prepared some time ago and the regime had rung the changes on personnel over the years for security reasons; and partly because the word had gone round that any Iraqi citizen who betrayed information would, with his family, be made to suffer as only Baghdad knew how. Blix succeeded in speeding up the flow of interviewees, but this led to no improvement on substance, as the Iraqi Government insisted that each interviewee should carry a tape recorder to the interview. Much to the annoyance of Washington, when Blix conceded on this practice the regime agreed to pass some necessary legislation and to allow U2 overflights. These items added up to the beginnings of a case, as Saddam Hussein fully intended, for declaring the arrival of a much better Iraqi response on procedure. There were plenty of people in New York ready to capitalise on that.

As 14 February drew near, the US and UK missions came under nervous pressure from our capitals – I even had the Prime Minister on the telephone at one point – to ensure that UNMOVIC and the IAEA delivered as hard a report as possible on Iraq’s lack of substantive cooperation. Our problem was that Blix and ElBaradei were becoming increasingly inured to having their arms twisted. They knew who they were working for: the United Nations. They also knew that no governments other than the US and the UK had the capacity to help them in practical ways if they were to do their jobs properly, but they were beginning to jib at the mounting political pressure they were coming under. We had sensed after the 27 January report how much they disliked being selectively quoted to substantiate the case against Baghdad. Hans Blix makes clear in Disarming Iraq his strong feelings about being pushed into the seat of judgement on Iraq. Nevertheless, I went to see him to go again over the ground of what was for us the fundamental point: that Iraq was not providing the substance needed to clear up the WMD files. Blix could not disagree, but he remained resistant to the use to which the argument was being put. As it turned out, I did not score highly in London for Blix’s product on the 14th.

The French and Germans – we were now halfway through the German Presidency – had planned this as a ministerial meeting of the Security Council. Colin Powell and Jack Straw realised the wind was more likely to blow against them in publicity terms, but they did not hold the Council reins and they could not afford to allow their case to go by default. They sat grimly at the table while Blix delivered a report very different in tone from his previous one. He said that Iraq had made a good deal of progress on process. His visit to Baghdad had produced useful movement. He made no clear reference to the lack of spontaneous cooperation which he had been ready to acknowledge in private. He ended with the assessment that if Iraq were to cooperate immediately, unconditionally and actively (the adverbs of the resolutions), then the inspection process could be completed in quite a short time. But even that was destined to produce a divided reaction: ‘they are not, so let’s go for it’ from one camp; ‘so give the inspectors more time’ from the other. As a result each became more passionate rejecters of the other interpretation.

There was no doubt in my mind that the 14 February reports were intended to compensate for the spin that had been given on the previous occasion. The US hard sell had backfired. No new finds had come out of the two weeks just past and the effect of the January discoveries had by now worn off. I thought that Hans Blix was beginning to give up on the prospect of uncovering anything really significant. Even he was unsure whether that was due to the cleverness of Iraqi concealment or the fact that there was nothing to find. The more vehemently we tried to insist that it was the first, the more persistently he began to feel that it was the second. The US–UK assumption – and I shared it – that Saddam was guilty made him obstinate. With hindsight we can see that he was right.

The inspectors’ reports were followed by one of the more unusual open exchanges in Security Council history. The chamber was again crowded back to the far walls of the public gallery. The order of speakers, after a row some months previously about the (fictitious) capacity of the Permanent Members to fix things, was now arranged by lottery. Jack Straw was somewhere in the middle of the pack, which gave him a bit of time to prepare his reaction to Blix, with scrappy bits of no doubt confusing advice coming over his shoulder from the team of us sitting behind him. Villepin, however, came just before him and, on top of the expected pitch about the progress the inspectors were at last beginning to make, he delivered a passionate peroration about France’s mission to save the world from war. He finished with an ironic reference to the Rumsfeld dig about ‘old’ and ‘new’ Europe three weeks previously:


It is an old country, France, of an old continent such as mine, Europe, that speaks before the Council today, that has known war, occupation, barbarity – a country that does not forget and that is aware of all it owes to the fighters for freedom who came from America and elsewhere. And yet France has always stood upright in the face of history and before mankind. Faithful to its values, it wants to act resolutely with all the other members of the international community. We believe in our ability to build a better world together.



The audience broke into loud and sustained applause, something that is never supposed to happen in the hushed and dignified sanctuary of the Security Council. The Russian Foreign Minister, Igor Ivanov, also received a brief ovation for an intervention which, though shorter on winged rhetoric, made the case for extended time with more compelling logic. Jack Straw and Colin Powell spoke extempore, Powell in particular setting aside his notes and looking hard into the faces of his colleagues and opponents. Jack Straw did not fail to add his own touch of humour, starting with the words: ‘I speak on behalf of a very old country’ [pause] ‘founded in 1066 by the French.’ Both focused in quite powerful performances on the precise terms of 1441 and the lack of quality cooperation from Iraq. They had strict legality and textual logic on their side, but the emotions were running in the other direction and the majority, borne along by the wordless support of the onlookers, came down on the side of more time for the inspectors. There was no way that the US and the UK could pretend that they had secured any advantage that day. Afterwards Villepin and Powell sparred for a further few minutes at the microphone outside the chamber. Straw concentrated on the British press and on several useful bilaterals with Security Council ministers. Thus we salvaged what we could, but the day was not ours.

I had agreed to do an evening interview with Charlie Rose on the Public Broadcasting Service, but first I went in the airport car with Jack Straw to the far side of the East River to wash up the day’s events. Straw was phlegmatic about it all, though he had not enjoyed the experience. Our policy had to remain on track. The Council had to be tested for real effectiveness in bringing Saddam Hussein to account and we would go on working for support for a second resolution. I agreed with him that we should not despair, but said I thought it would be very difficult if the trend continued in the Council and amongst the inspectors. I then hopped out into the Friday rush-hour traffic to make my way back to the studio and got completely snarled up at the bridge bottleneck. The lights of Manhattan in the clear, cold air shone their miracle, but they were not what I was there for. I missed Charlie Rose and never had a chance to put my own public gloss on the day. Under the circumstances and for a professional civil servant, it was a blessing and a relief; for someone determined to win the campaign after losing a battle, it was a vanished opportunity.

That weekend brought the first serious snowstorm of 2003. After a Saturday-morning spell in the office to catch up, I dashed up to Woodstock with Anne to try to capitalise on a three-day weekend covering President’s Day, but we heard the forecast and hared back to New York to avoid being trapped in the mountains. Monday thus turned into a normal working day as the snow and the papers piled up. The UK and US Missions consulted on how to repair the damage and I took the opportunity for a post-mortem with Hans Blix, to convince him of the UK’s continuing seriousness in wanting the inspectors to be the ones to make the assessment on Iraq if at all possible. He accepted this without question, but it did not make him any more convinced from what the intelligence had offered UNMOVIC so far that the verdict was bound to be guilty. And by this point we had boxed ourselves into a corner and needed a guilty verdict.

The run of misfortune continued into that evening. We had invited Jean-Marc and Sylvie de la Sablière, the Levittes’ successors in the French Mission, to the Metropolitan Opera to see The Trojans by Berlioz. We managed to get to their residence on Park Avenue through the accumulating snow, but came to grief when our office car spun to a halt on 71st Street. We missed the first act, but made it for the second two and a pleasant meal. Diplomats can sometimes switch off, and this was not the occasion for an examination of our respective positions on Iraq. Jean-Marc’s body language was quietly confident and I did my best to pretend that my mild tension was meteorologically rather than politically inspired. The evening was all very jolly, but Jean-Marc did manage to mention briskly before we said goodnight that France could not possibly accept a second resolution.

In one form or another Iraq intruded into Security Council business more or less every working day over the next few weeks. A second open debate for the membership at large took place on 18–19 February and the mood generated on 14 February spread out wider. Almost every delegation was for both the absence of war and the full implementation of UN resolutions, without saying how. The Arab speakers insisted that Palestine should receive no less attention than Iraq. I could only bear with it for the morning and went off for lunch with Tom Friedman, the New York Times columnist, who was in an apocalyptic mood about the Middle East situation and the long-term implications of invading Iraq. The next day brought a public Council meeting on counter-terrorism and it was useful for me to be seen in the seat of the Chairman of the Counter-Terrorism Committee rather than behind the UK nameplate, to signal that I had other functions to offer than forcing difficult decisions on Iraq. But the clock was ticking. If the United Kingdom was to retain any hope of keeping the Security Council together to apply catalytic pressure on Iraq, which was our first priority, or of finding nine votes to support the use of force, a less attractive way forward, we had to construct an approach with some new and compelling element in it. It was an unenviable position.

The inspection process still held out a slim prospect. We stayed in close communication with UNMOVIC, and UK experts fed in what guidance they could on the areas worth investigating further. On 18 February I went to see Hans Blix for another detailed conversation, to ensure that the arguments we produced in the Security Council were compatible with what he still regarded as theoretically possible in terms of Iraqi capabilities or holdings. This was when he showed me UNMOVIC’s work on the clusters document, which I could see straightaway would form a valuable account of why the US and the UK retained such strong suspicions of Iraq. It was a striking illustration of his position, clearer to me from our private conversations than from his public presentations, that there were good reasons to be suspicious of Iraqi activity even if it was going too far to claim proof of active WMD programmes.

I followed this by setting up a secure telephone conversation between Blix and the Prime Minister in my office on 20 February, which Blix describes in some detail in Disarming Iraq. He began by briefing Blair on the first glimmerings of cooperation by Iraq: ‘Perhaps they are starting to panic,’ he said. He asked whether, given the range of questions that the inspectors still had to go through with Baghdad, the UK could secure another two months of time. The Prime Minister promised to get UNMOVIC as much time as he could. The conversation also touched on the strength of the available intelligence, which Blix said was not all that compelling. ‘Blair responded that the intelligence was clear that Saddam had reconstituted his weapons of mass destruction programme,’ Blix wrote. ‘Blair clearly relied on the intelligence and was convinced, while my faith in intelligence had been shaken.’ He had been frustrated by the absence of new intelligence in Powell’s presentation and disappointed that all the leads so far given him by UK and US intelligence had produced nothing concrete.

The American and British Missions began to examine in detail the possible wording of a second resolution. There were two potential avenues. The first was to highlight paragraph 4 of Resolution 1441 and affirm that Iraq had both failed to produce an adequate declaration and refused satisfactory cooperation with UNMOVIC; this would then lead to ‘serious consequences’. This route was favoured in Washington. The trouble was it would probably not be supported by the inspectors and without their support we would have little hope of persuading our colleagues. The second was to stay light on the threat of force and set out a timed ultimatum for Iraq, related to Iraq’s failure to take the final opportunity for a peaceful solution offered by 1441. I recommended the latter approach to London and gained the Prime Minister’s support. It was the right tactic to have any chance of attracting votes in the Council, but to the Americans it seemed too mild in tone. I could imagine the dismissive asides in certain corridors in Washington about the Brits pussyfooting around. Bush had undertaken to support Blair’s need for a second resolution, but underlying scepticism may have diminished the vigour that the Americans brought to achieving a result for us. It was agreed that the US and the UK would co-sponsor a new resolution, but that the UK would be in the lead in promoting it within the Council. With that decision, we were ready for the final round in the Security Council to try to avert a disastrous division over Iraq.

The stakes at home were no less momentous. Over the weekend of 15–16 February London witnessed its largest popular demonstration in living memory against the prospect of an Iraq war. On 26 February the Labour Government suffered its biggest mutiny in the House of Commons when 121 Labour MPs failed to support the motion backing its Iraq policy. Tony Blair knew that Cabinet ministers, most significantly Robin Cook, the former Foreign Secretary and Leader of the House of Commons, might resign if he continued down the track he was on. We felt as though we were bobbing along on the surface of a fast-flowing river, with the water growing colder by the day. But these unmistakable symptoms of popular disaffection with his policy seemed to have no effect on the Prime Minister’s determination to see it through to the end.
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I tabled a draft second resolution on 24 February. Its elements had been scribbled and cut and re-pasted and discussed in word-by-word detail over the previous few weeks, but it was the timing that was the crucial tactical decision. To have produced it immediately after the 27 January report would have appeared too aggressive: we had been firmly behind the idea of a series of presentations from Blix and ElBaradei and our actions had to fit in with theirs. London was anyway in no hurry so long as their pace of work did not fall foul of American impatience. Waiting until after the 14 February report, however, narrowed our options and our momentum. The core of the political argument at the UN had moved on from whether Saddam Hussein was cooperating or not – in the strictest sense, everybody knew he was holding something back – to whether people believed that this continued defiance merited the death penalty for a regime that UNMOVIC had not caught red-handed with WMD in its cupboards. More strongly after 14 February than before, the two sides of the argument were talking past each other. At the UN, at least, the UK was trapped bang in the middle.

Each January five new elected members come on to the Council for their two-year spell and the character of the organisation changes. Bulgaria, Cameroon, Guinea, Mexico and Syria had started their two-year term in January 2002. At the end of December 2002 Colombia, Ireland, Mauritius, Norway and Singapore departed, to be replaced by Angola, Chile, Germany, Pakistan and Spain. Each country had its own distinctive qualities and value, but in general the new group proved more polarised than the old, less inclined to listen to the arguments on their merits or to look for a collective solution. They had arrived, of course, in the middle of a top-level crisis, which would have coloured the political stance of their governments. But personal characteristics also played a noticeable part. It was not easy, under the pressure of circumstances, to be sure where any one delegation might be heading.

The core group on which Washington and London thought they could count amounted to four members: themselves, Spain and Bulgaria. The opposing camp comprised France, Germany, Russia and Syria without much doubt; and China was almost certain to stay with France and Russia unless those two could be split. The other six, Mexico, Chile, Pakistan and the three Africans – Angola, Cameroon and Guinea – formed what we termed the middle ground, sceptical, uncomfortable and apprehensive but willing to study the arguments on both sides, perhaps largely out of a desire to avoid offending anybody important. Three of these countries – Mexico, Chile and Angola – had a history of awkward relations with the United States and all of them, as members of the Non-Aligned Movement, were disinclined to be borne along by American strong-arm tactics in a policy branded as an exercise in modern imperialism. Pakistan was a traditional US ally, but its leader, General Musharraf, had taken a hit for his support of the hugely unpopular invasion of Afghanistan. All this was the general perception in the media as well. With a resolution needing a minimum of nine votes to pass, five of these six needed to be persuaded – or, as I reminded London, all six, because no state in a swing-vote position likes to be regarded as the one tipping a controversial draft resolution into adoption. Ten positive votes had to be the target. The US and the UK were going to have to do a miraculous job of persuading and lobbying. So long as we hammered away at the implications of what the Security Council had already agreed, I did not think the task was impossible.

My introduction of the new draft on 24 February concentrated on Iraq’s refusal to take the final opportunity presented by Resolution 1441 to come clean with the inspectors. The text was short and free of rhetoric. It did not claim ‘material breach’ or suggest specific authorisation for the use of force. The key operative paragraph stated that the Security Council ‘decides that Iraq has failed to take the final opportunity afforded to it in Resolution 1441’. That on its own, of course, would trigger the consequences set out in 1441, but this was not spelt out. In my explanation to the closed meeting of the Council I set out the areas where UNMOVIC had been unable to account for significant stocks of WMD materials: 8,500 litres of anthrax, 2,160 kilograms of bacterial growth media, 360 tonnes of bulk chemical warfare agent, 3,000 tonnes of precursor chemicals, 1.5 tonnes of VX nerve agent and 6,500 chemical bombs. These volumes were all included in UNMOVIC’s clusters document when it was released in early March. I said that the quality of Iraq’s cooperation with the inspectors had fallen far short of what was necessary to dispose of these discrepancies. In addition, the Iraqis had been caught developing a missile programme of prohibited range: UNMOVIC had already decided that. No one could be in any doubt that this continued the twelve-year pattern of Iraq’s attempts to deceive the Security Council.

The UK draft resolution, I said, sought to keep the Security Council in control of the process through a united judgement that Iraq had made the wrong choice: the choice not to take the final opportunity to disarm voluntarily. We were not asking for instant decisions. The stakes were too significant. There was still time, under pressure from the Council, for Iraq to make the right choice. A proper debate should be held on the proposition that Iraq had failed to cooperate and had triggered the serious consequences forecast in 1441. Anything less than a dramatic change of attitude in Baghdad within the next two weeks would be inadequate. The last chance for peace lay in the Council’s saying this formally and unanimously and confronting Iraq with the stark implications. We had to trust that this would finally lead to the complete disarmament demanded fourteen resolutions ago in Resolution 687 on 3 April 1991.

My argument placed the Council on the fine edge of its dilemma. The majority could not accept that they had to make a decision now. The inspectors were beavering away and Iraq did not appear to be about to attack anybody. No WMD had been unearthed. But neither could they argue that Iraq had met the terms of Security Council resolutions. They had agreed in 1441 to a definition of what triggered serious consequences and it would weaken the authority of the Council and the UN if they did not live up to that. All the earlier pressures, bullying, big-power manipulation, sheer hard negotiation, whatever they wanted to call it, had driven them now into this unpleasant corner. The middle-ground six were especially unhappy that their long-awaited two-year spell of work at the elite centre of the UN system should have handed them such a poisoned cup.

France, Russia and Germany, the first two well versed in the rough tactical skirmishing of the Council at the height of a crisis, were not prepared to take this sally passively. They had prepared a memorandum in the form of an open letter to the President of the Security Council (which happened to be Germany), delivered on the same day as my presentation. It fleshed out the Villepin proposal of reinforced inspections, put increased pressure on Iraq at the core of its strategy and set out a time-line for prolonged inspections that would carry UNMOVIC’s work well into the summer. The memorandum conceded that the inspections could not continue indefinitely if a peaceful solution was to be found, but it set no specific deadline and left the Security Council in charge of the subsequent decision-making. The memorandum fitted the majority’s sense of where they wanted to go. But it was too little too late to bridge the gap with the United States. Washington could barely bring itself to read it.

The intensive process of persuasion now began in earnest, led from capitals and acted out in capitals rather than in New York. There was one last informal meeting of the Council in February, when I set out concisely, in a text cleared with London, the conclusions the UK had come to about Iraq’s actual capacities and behaviour. We made no claim about usable WMD weaponry but underlined the threat in Iraq’s production capability and pointed to the actions taken by Iraq to hide its evidence and silence its officials. The same arguments were made available to members of the Council individually; and I held meetings with various groups whose attitude would be crucial, including the Elected Ten and the ambassadors of the European Union. In capitals the arguments went wider, particularly when the United States brought up reasons extending way beyond Iraq for each of their target countries to come to heel.

All this was evolving against the gradual crescendo of the beating drum, at the Pentagon, at the Florida Headquarters of Central Command (CENTCOM) and within the forces deployed in the Gulf. The message was now as unequivocal in action as it had long been in rhetoric that the United States was going to finish this off one way or the other. Timing continued to be a principal subject of transatlantic calls, with the parameters of the argument narrowing down to middle or late March, the latter from the UK point of view looking increasingly hard to achieve. An extraneous factor which offered a glimmer of hope for a delay was the difficulty that the United States was experiencing in securing permission from Turkey to invade Iraq from the north. Whether or not that came through made a significant difference to military planning and the Chiefs of Staff were not sounding comfortable with an early date.

I had hoped to persuade the Council to set a date for a third report from Blix and ElBaradei on 14 March, to give us time for a diplomatic blitz on Council members and to leave room for an inspectorial miracle. Washington put their foot down: it had to be no later than the end of the first week of March. This was awkward for me, because I had been planning for months as Counter-Terrorism Committee Chairman to hold a large and significant international meeting on counter-terrorism cooperation, bringing in all the agencies around the world that dealt with any aspect of the defence against terrorism or WMD proliferation. The date for this was firmly set for Friday 7 March. I argued hard for an Iraq meeting on Saturday the 8th, but in both Washington and New York I met reluctance to schedule such an important event during the weekend.

March in the Council began on Tuesday the 4th with the usual consultations over the programme of work for the month. Ambassador Mamady Traoré of Guinea was the incoming President, dignified, gentle and completely unprepared for the storm to come. There was nothing routine about the order of business. We still had to settle the timing of the next UNMOVIC/IAEA report. I had taken the gamble of moving my big counter-terrorism meeting to 6 March to free up the 7th for Blix and ElBaradei. This was how it was eventually arranged. But the discussion aroused the active suspicion of Ambassador Sergey Lavrov, who I think believed that all this juggling of dates was meant to clear the calendar for the start of military operations. I remember having to assure him privately in the corridor that, as far as I was aware, this was not the case.

Behind the formal agenda there was intense analysis and tactical planning going on. Meetings in different casual formats were proceeding the whole time. Colleagues in various groups, not least the EU, had to be briefed and listened to. The US, UK and Spanish delegations were constantly consulting on tactics, partly to share assessments of who might vote how and partly to consider whether the draft resolution needed to be adapted in any way. Should we, for instance, insert an unequivocal ultimatum to Iraq, with a clear-cut deadline? Who might the catalytic players amongst the middle-ground six turn out to be? In and around all this normal life had to go on. I was undergoing a series of dental treatments at the time and poor Dr Mausner’s appointments schedule was constantly being messed up – not that she did not benefit from a dentist’s natural leverage in extracting a running account of developments from me. There were National Day receptions to go to, the classic diplomatic duty which also provided constant opportunities to nobble this, that or the other colleague to gain information or get a point across. I could not afford to miss the Bulgarian party that week: Ambassador Tafrov’s vote was much too valuable and Sofia was beginning to ask awkward questions.

Other social events threw up chances to hear important viewpoints. On 4 March, having hosted an evening reception in honour of NGOs visiting for the annual Commission on the Status of Women, I arrived late for a dinner given by Bill McDonough, Chairman of the Federal Reserve Bank of New York, and his wife Suzanne. I plonked myself down on the remaining empty chair at the table and found myself next to Henry Kissinger. I began to tell him about my early trials as a First Secretary in the British Embassy in Washington in the mid-1970s, when I had to take the record for Ambassador Peter Ramsbotham’s calls on him as Secretary of State. My scribblings had been a mess. Since his mind tended to range over several complex issues at the same time, darting back and forth on the interrelated implications of everything, nothing in the notebook could be broken down into identifiable paragraphs. He also had the habit of lowering his guttural voice just as the punch-line came, leaving the note-taker, stashed out of sight behind him, straining to catch the most important bits. I ducked telling him how often I had had to invent by logical deduction the core elements of my report on US policy during his tenure.

It was not long before our conversation turned to Iraq. Kissinger strongly supported the threat of military pressure on Saddam Hussein and its use if Iraq did not finally respond, but he was puzzled by Washington’s insistence on placing so much emphasis on regime change in its explanation of its policy. If the focus of the US–UK pitch had remained exclusively on WMD disarmament, he said, a lot more support would have been gathered from around the world and regime change would have happened anyway. I could not disagree. He was also very interested, and to a degree involved, in enlarging the possibility that Moscow might come round to accepting a second resolution specifying that Iraq was in breach of Resolution 1441 if other foreign policy priorities of theirs could be taken into account. He said bilateral discussions between Washington and Moscow were proceeding at that moment. As far as I could judge, these never came to anything in practice. But it was an illuminating glimpse of a superpower mind at work.

Kofi Annan could not match Kissinger for analysis and power-play, but his determination to prevent another war over Iraq remained a constant driving force and kept him glued to developments in the Security Council, even if he had to remain on the sidelines of the debate. His input on policy was constrained by the lukewarm results of his interventions in 1998 and by his least favourite circumstance, the vehement disunity of the Council itself. I took care to brief him regularly on the struggle between the Permanent Members, both because I trusted him to understand the realities and because I wanted him to see that the UK was still trying to find a way through without the use of force. He felt that the inspectors needed a good deal more time and that the circumstances, even from the US and UK perspective, did not justify conflict. He had always been honest enough to recognise publicly that there were moments when the threat of force was necessary to bring defiant enemies of the UN into line. But the actual use of force was something else; and the imaginable consequences of a US attack on Iraq were beginning to loom very large. The team around him were beginning to voice their alarm in even more forthright terms than he was. It became a distinct possibility that he would state his personal views in public, which would aggravate the difficulties for us in getting members of the Council on our side. It was not my place to try to dissuade him from such a move: Annan had much too independent a mind to accept such direct advice. But he appeared to sympathise with the idea of using a second resolution to keep the Security Council together, even if it was for the purpose of ordaining war.

One of the great worries of the Secretariat at that stage, from the Secretary-General downwards, concerned the possible humanitarian consequences of conflict. The United Nations would have to deal directly with the aftermath and they needed to make preparations. Meetings between Annan, his senior staff and Security Council Ambassadors took place in early March to go over this ground in detail, on the basis of UN predictions that as many as ten million refugees could be created inside and outside Iraq in the event of a war. The anti-war group in the Council seized on this as another reason why military force must be avoided. The UN legal advisers raised the potential requirement for the Secretariat to construct a formal relationship with the occupying power, if the removal of the Iraqi regime proceeded without recognised UN authority. Part of their motive was warning, part of it practical necessity. Either way, it was sobering stuff.

5 March brought me back to the business of considering Security Council tactics. Since the draft resolution I had presented on 24 February did not seem to have attracted much support, we were going to have to think about changing it. The US, UK and Spanish Missions again consulted on the options left to us in what was an increasingly desperate situation. We came up with an amendment that set a deadline later in March (the precise date was left blank) and asserted that Iraq would be assessed as having missed the final opportunity for peaceful disarmament unless the Council decided it was on the road to full compliance. It was important to arrange it that way round because the US–UK would be able to block a Council decision that Iraq was cooperating when it was not. This discussion laid the foundation for the rest of the week’s strategy and the three of us agreed to consult our capitals on it.

Other business pressed on the clock as well as Iraq. With ministers expected on Friday 7 March for Blix’s crucial third report, I still had to prepare for my major session on the 6th on counter-terrorism. At other times the French invitation to G8 partners for lunch on 5 March to discuss world food security would have been a significant event for our broader UN programme: in the middle of a week like this it was reduced to an arrive-late/leave-early scramble. I dashed on to a bilateral with my Angolan colleague to try to convince him of the evidence on Iraqi non-compliance, reported to London on the day’s developments so far and then started to arrange my thoughts for the sixty or so counter-terrorism experts whom I was supposed to be forging into a global coalition the next day. A core group of them came to my apartment for dinner to sort out what the main speakers should be saying.

The actual meeting on the 6th passed in a blur, but we had done so much intensive work in the Counter-Terrorism Committee over the previous eighteen months that I knew where I needed to put the emphasis to encourage a network of security institutions to begin collaborating. It turned out to be the most significant gathering of international professionals on counter-terrorism since 9/11. Resolution 1373 of September 2001 gave my committee the power to require Member States to change their legislation and their practice. If we had been able to have a clear run at the issue, I believe we could have tightened global defences against terrorists in a significant way. Iraq intruded not just by absorbing our time and energies, but by diminishing the willingness of the world to follow our lead. The 6 March meeting nevertheless made a lot of progress and suggested that the effect of 9/11 had not totally lost its momentum. I wound up the session just in time to run from the building to greet Jack Straw, who had arrived by Concorde that afternoon.

We immediately went into a series of engagements to prepare for Friday’s open meeting of the Council on Iraq. The Foreign Secretary saw a few of his Security Council colleagues bilaterally, called on the Secretary-General to bring him up to date on our probable next moves, and dropped in on Blix to get an idea of his intentions the next day. Hans had few confidences to offer in that respect. We then sat down to plan a coordinated approach to the meeting with the Americans and the Spaniards, whose solid support for resolute action on Iraq was becoming increasingly valuable in diluting the minority status of the US–UK. The Bulgarians looked firm too, but they were nervous about visibly plotting with the superpower and did not join us in the margins.

Our draft resolution needed tweaking with the latest inputs from Colin Powell and Jack Straw. I was keen to strip the text, thin as it was already, down to the lightest of essentials to declare Iraq in breach of 1441. Neither Washington nor Madrid was much impressed. The fevered atmosphere in New York was the only environment in which I could underline our one tactical imperative: to create a minimum basis for a resolution to be accepted by nine or ten members of the Council. Thursday ended with a chaotic working supper in my apartment as we went through the elements of Jack Straw’s speech to the Council, with members of the UK team coming in and out like burrowing meerkats and Straw surprising us all by having read the whole of UNMOVIC’s clusters document, which proved to be more than Hans Blix himself had done. I knew from a series of snatched conversations on the telephone and during our rushed visits across the Atlantic that Jack’s doubts and loyalties on Iraq balanced out somewhere near where mine did. On top of everything that had gone before, from Saddam Hussein’s performance during the Iran–Iraq War to his consistent record of deceit and non-cooperation up to the present day, the clusters document gave Straw renewed confidence that Iraq stood no chance of being judged in compliance.

Friday 7 March dawned on a team of us up early to re-work the Foreign Secretary’s speech. Jack Straw and Colin Powell went to see the Mexicans and the Chileans, both of whom were a long way from contemplating any association with our revised resolution. The two men moved on to the main Security Council chamber with very little feeling of comfort. The Guinean Foreign Minister, our former UN colleague François Fall, was in the Chair and the ministers of well over half the fifteen members sat around the table: Chile, China, France, Germany, Mexico, Russia, Spain, Syria, the UK and the US. The lottery-assigned speaking order had placed Jack Straw at the bottom of the list, which was where he wanted to be.

Hans Blix and Mohamed ElBaradei went first as usual. Blix did not declare Iraq in compliance, but the impression he gave was one of gradually improving cooperation: ‘While the numerous initiatives, which are now being taken by the Iraqi side with a view to resolving some long-standing open disarmament issues, can been seen as “active” or even “proactive”, these initiatives three to four months into the new resolution cannot be said to constitute “immediate” cooperation. Nor do they necessarily cover all areas of relevance. They are nevertheless welcome and UNMOVIC is responding to them in the hope of solving presently unresolved disarmament issues.’ The tenor of this went against the US–UK case. I decided that it needed a quick public response and obtained Jack Straw’s permission to slip out while the meeting continued to make a point at the press microphone outside the chamber: if Iraq was cooperating as the resolutions specified, it would be blindingly obvious; if Iraq was avoiding full cooperation, this too would be blindingly obvious.

Most ministers focused on the need for time and support for the inspectors. When his turn came, Dominique de Villepin described the work of UNMOVIC as effective, re-presented the French proposals for prolonged and reinforced inspections and declared the need for a summit meeting of the Council before coming to any vote on the resolution. He ended with the assertion that the essential choice for the Council lay in disarmament through war or through peace. He left no doubt as to which his country would choose. The hall was again packed, but the mood this time seemed more apprehensive and the Frenchman was heard in silence. Colin Powell then read his speech from the page, elaborating on the details of the unanswered WMD questions but giving a more downbeat impression than in his previous performances.

Jack Straw had been taking notes energetically through these interventions, his prepared text gradually filling with red ink glosses. Occasionally he thrust small bits of paper behind his back with phrases for me to comment on or fill in. Once or twice Adam Bye beside me had to dive into his pile of reference documents to dig out a fact or a quote. Straw started his intervention from his prepared text, but then began to look up and develop his points spontaneously, House of Commons style. He said that he had been struck by the fact that not a single minister speaking before him, whatever their political position, had suggested that Iraq was now fully, actively and immediately in compliance with Resolution 1441. Iraq had not so far taken the final opportunity afforded to it. If anyone had any doubt about that, they should study the details of UNMOVIC’s clusters report, all 167 pages of which he had read (the team behind him worried a bit about that one, because the clusters report had not at that point been publicly released and our obtaining it for him had been a minor coup).

Straw then launched into a forceful rejection of the French arguments, addressing Villepin across the table by his first name, more in the style of an EU Council of Ministers than a formal meeting of the Security Council. Many of the UN Ambassadors looking on were shocked by this untraditional political directness. ‘Dominique,’ he said,


also said that the choice before us was one between disarmament by peace and disarmament by war. That is a false choice. I wish it were that easy, because then we would not be obliged to have this discussion; we could all put our hands up for disarmament by peace and go home. The paradox we face is that the only way we are going to achieve disarmament by peace of a rogue regime that all of us know has been in defiance of the Council for the past twelve years – the only way that we can achieve its disarmament of weapons of mass destruction, which the Council has said pose a threat to international peace and security – is by backing our diplomacy with the credible threat of force … The choice is not ours as to how this disarmament takes place; the choice is Saddam Hussein’s.



In his final paragraph Straw declared that, on behalf of the three sponsors of the current draft resolution, Spain, the US and the UK, he was introducing an amendment specifying a further period beyond the adoption of the resolution for Iraq to take the final opportunity to disarm and to bring itself into compliance. The key paragraph read:


OP3: Decides that Iraq will have failed to take the final opportunity afforded by Resolution 1441 unless, on or before 17 March 2003, the Council concludes that Iraq has demonstrated full, unconditional, immediate and active cooperation in accordance with its disarmament obligations under Resolution 1441 and previous relevant resolutions, and is yielding possession to UNMOVIC and the IAEA of all weapons, weapon delivery and support systems and structures prohibited by Resolution 687 (1991) and all subsequent relevant resolutions, and all information regarding prior destruction of such items.



Jack Straw concluded: ‘The Council must send Iraq the clear message that we will resolve this crisis on United Nations terms: the terms that the Council established four months ago when we unanimously adopted Resolution 1441.’

The audience in the hall was hardly sympathetic to the substance of what the UK Foreign Secretary had presented, but the United Nations is nothing if not responsive to style. A ripple of applause echoed around the chamber as Straw came to his close. Its volume and extent did not match Dominique de Villepin’s on 14 February, but on 7 March it was the only applause of the day. Someone’s mobile phone rang a few minutes later and it was a message from the Prime Minister, who had been watching on C-Span all the way through, to say what a fine performance he thought it had been. He was not the only one. The UK Mission was amused to receive a number of e-mails over the next twenty-four hours from Americans who had watched the debate live. Someone called Donna Canfield, for instance, wrote: ‘Bravo Jack Straw! I have not felt such passion about a British person since I fell in love with George Harrison in 1964! You were perfection, and really stuck it to old Dominique, he looked like he got a bad snail!’

It was a searing performance in a forum unused to the cut and thrust of live debate. But we still lacked an Adlai Stevenson moment. We were in need of a miracle if the doubters were to be brought across. Once the Council meeting was finished and the media had been fed, ministers and ambassadors went up to the thirty-eighth floor for lunch with the Secretary-General and ran another lap of the track. The French proposal for a summit was seized upon as a new item, procedural of course, and the real substance of the deep division was left to bubble underneath the surface. Those who backed hard action against Iraq opposed the summit idea; those who did not liked it. The middle ground did not seem to see any salvation in it. The Mexican Foreign Minister pointed out that such an event would need to be supremely well prepared or the Council would find itself washing the same dirty linen under brighter lights. No conclusions were drawn. Jack Straw then left for the airport under a snow-filled sky. I did the round of the news channels camped out on First Avenue, guided as always by my superb but now freezing Press Officer, Catherine Mackenzie, who through this whole saga probably did more than any member of the UK team to keep UK policy sounding relevant and sensible to the ever-growing packs of reporters descending on the UN.

The fifteen ambassadors repaired to the side-room for informal consultations, rather disrespectfully, I suppose, to see what we could salvage from the ministerial exchanges. Decision-making and leadership at the political level are indispensable for diplomacy, but divisions become entrenched when ministers are asked to defend their country’s line in public. The constant insistence of our opponents in the Council on high-level meetings was intended to make the context as difficult as possible for agreement on a forceful approach to Iraq. This time the members of the Council held a really good debate behind closed doors, talking directly to each other’s points in the way originally intended by those who invented the informal format. The main items of contention were how to keep up the threatening pressure on Baghdad without killing the work of the inspectors, and how to give time to the inspectors without bringing comfort to Saddam Hussein. The Americans and the British concentrated once more on the wording of Resolution 1441 and the essential requirement for Council not to think it could start from another point of departure. The French, Germans and Russians countered that if the inspections were beginning to produce something – anything – useful, then how could war be justified? It was convenient for them to overlook the point – which even the Secretary-General acknowledged – that the inspections were only gaining minimal Iraqi cooperation because of the palpable and imminent threat of force. Everyone in the room knew that without the American military build-up there would be no inspectors in Iraq at all. On the strict item of our business, the revised draft resolution, the stand-off remained as pronounced as ever. Ominously for us, the Chileans started to sound as if they were drifting away from us and were not at all taken with our idea of a renewed ultimatum.

The morning of Saturday 8 March threw up one of those intensely bright early spring skies which made my inevitable trudge into the office that much more unwelcome. It was time to plan the details of the end-game in close coordination with London. The draft resolution would not have a chance unless we made it clear what exactly Iraq was being asked to do to escape the ultimate punishment. I began to work up the fine print of possible benchmarks. We had to stay within reach of UNMOVIC’s perceptions of what Iraq might still be holding back. In speeches and seminar appearances during this period I was regularly referring to Iraq’s probable holdings of growth media for biological weapons and laboratory samples of anthrax, aflatoxin, botulinum toxin and ricin. All featured in the British dossier as items unaccounted for from Iraq’s known past activities, but none of them had been incontestably shown to be still part of a live programme. The benchmarks would have to be composed from more convincing and up-to-date evidence. The list narrowed down to intimidation of Iraqi interviewees, cheating on missile ranges, suspicious work on unmanned aircraft (UAVs) and serious lacunae in their accounting for anthrax and VX nerve gas experiments. I thought about mobile laboratories, a chief American preoccupation, but Hans Blix was coming to the view that they did not exist for WMD. I added in a sixth area of potential pressure, the failure by Iraq at any point in the whole story to state publicly and convincingly that they recognised the requirements of the UN, had no intention whatsoever of dealing in WMD ever again, and would assist the inspectors in every way possible.

Washington did not sound very interested in benchmarks. This was unsurprising, as the idea to them suggested further delay and weaselly half-responses from Iraq. Both Powell and Rice preferred to think, if the business of securing another resolution had to be pursued at all, that the necessary votes could be rounded up by some friendly diplomatic conversations in the six middle-ground capitals, calling in some favours from Pakistan, Mexico and Chile and suggesting benefits in development assistance for Angola, Guinea and Cameroon. At this stage the Americans were particularly interested in the prospect of understanding reactions in Mexico City and Santiago. They had harboured similar hopes of a top-level deal with the Russians, but these had foundered the previous week on Moscow’s angry response that the Americans had not lived up to their promises to consult and could not be counted to deliver their side of an arrangement. From this moment onwards, Washington–Moscow relations gradually became more difficult.

London was prepared to commit time and effort to supporting US approaches in such quarters, but we did want to test the benchmark idea to its limits as well. I fed in some thoughts for a series of telephone calls at head-of-government level and stood back. The choices seemed to me to be very narrow. It was now almost inconceivable, unless there was a Damascene conversion somewhere significant, that we would not be facing a veto from Paris or Moscow or both. In theory, a veto could be explained away in political terms, if the majority in the Council supported a certain course of action. But if the nine votes were not going to appear there would be nowhere to turn. I was much more sanguine than the Americans about the chances of finding these votes and that was the message I left with London. I also underlined the merits of keeping the initiative in our own hands: it would be very hard for anyone else in the Council to set down antagonistic proposals while ours was running.

Anne was away on a visit of Security Council spouses to the Arab Gulf and so I took myself up to Woodstock alone on Saturday afternoon to try to gather some last drops of inspiration from the mountain air. The two-hour drive was a welcome contrast to the relentless pressure of mid-town New York, but the cost of absence from the office began to bear down on me as Sunday morning drew on. I decided to abandon the white-tailed deer and the pileated woodpeckers in the woods beyond our garden. I had to obtain Hans Blix’s final word on the benchmark proposal and compose as watertight a list as possible of what we would ask Baghdad to do over the coming ten-day period. Responding to UNMOVIC’s advice, I took VX and mobile laboratories out of my draft list and inserted an extra requirement: that Saddam Hussein should make a televised declaration of his intention swiftly to settle all outstanding questions with the inspectors.

Still in my office late on Sunday afternoon, I received an unexpected caller. The President of the Council and current spokesman for the middle-ground group, Ambassador Mamady Traoré of Guinea, arrived at the twenty-eighth floor of our Second Avenue building and asked for a private word. It transpired that the Six – Chile, Mexico, Pakistan and the three Africans – had met the previous day and had begun to work out their own benchmark proposal. This was based on a forty-five-day ultimatum within which Iraq would be set a list of tasks, to be judged by Blix and with the Security Council taking the final decision if his verdict was negative. In truth, this was a non-starter on at least three counts: the time period, the judge and the final arbiter of action. But the approach in itself indicated that the Six were looking for a way of solving the problem and I promised to report his approach to London and recommend that the initiative was taken seriously. I did not give him the details of the UK’s own imminent benchmark proposal, preferring to preserve the slim chance that the Six might be prepared to run it themselves.

Monday 10 March was spent in consultations with London and UNMOVIC and then with the Americans, who were becoming increasingly nervous that we would set the bar for Iraq much too low. I returned to the idea of dropping the paragraph in the draft resolution that was frightening the Council horses, because it asked them too explicitly to declare Iraq in breach. Off the New York stage efforts were proceeding to try to convince the Latin Americans that the US–UK ideas were the only remaining hope of keeping the United Nations in the game. The Prime Minister was fully in the picture, closely involved in the detail and personally at the centre of the telephoning, including several times to me in New York to check the prospects of movement. Only he could secure the understanding of the Americans that our initiative required more time if it was to have a chance of bringing the doubters over in the Security Council. I felt that, just possibly, a few members of the Council might look over the edge of the abyss and decide that maintaining the authority of the UN was preferable to opposing but being unable to stop the war. We had to give it a try.

We held back from introducing our benchmark concept in the Council on 10 March, as I wanted to see where the Six were heading. The agenda was dedicated to a second round of comments on Friday’s ministerial meeting and Jack Straw had, after all, proposed an amendment to our draft resolution only the previous working day. The opposition stuck their knives into the apparently automatic authority for the use of force in our approach and we had a job to do to hold it there. Benchmarks were only worth turning to when we had cleared more undergrowth.

Tuesday morning was spent in an effort to settle some further nervous questions from Washington, but gradually we were starting to convince them that benchmarks were worth an effort. Tuesday afternoon had been given away to a public Council debate on Iraq, so that the UN membership at large could express their apprehensions. I skipped most of it, deciding instead to keep to a promise to address a couple of hundred American schoolchildren and their teachers, gathered by the Institute of Civic Leadership, for a briefing on the issue of the moment. It turned into one of the fiercest grillings I received from any American audience during this whole period. Everyone in the hall appeared to be anti-war and anti-Bush. I wished the White House and the Pentagon had been present to witness my stout, though no doubt unavailing, defence of their policy.

After a quick pass through the UK office I went on to a Charlie Rose interview, as good an opportunity as existed in the American media system to get points across in depth to a thinking US audience. As we came to the end of the recording, Charlie received a message through his ear-piece that Tony Blair was trying to get hold of me. The Ten Downing Street switchboard are famous for their ingenuity in digging people out of strange places, but this was the first time they had hauled me off a television set to discuss refinements to a Security Council draft. My instructions were clear: keep going with the preparation of the benchmark proposal in New York while all the other diplomatic avenues were being simultaneously covered. Minister of State Valerie Amos was visiting African capitals at that moment; Pakistan, for all the benefits they had gained for supporting the US in Afghanistan, was starting to row backwards; and the Western Hemisphere was awash with complex manoeuvring. I had to warn the Prime Minister that it was proving very difficult to be sure we had middle-ground votes on our side. ‘So how many can we count on?’ he asked. ‘Four,’ I said, ‘the US, the UK, Spain and Bulgaria.’ ‘Crumbs’ was the word I think I heard down the line. It did not leave me feeling particularly proud of what we had achieved in New York over the previous two months.

For a short while there seemed to be some hope that another member of the Council – the Latin Americans would have been ideal – might take over the job of leading on benchmarks, a real sign that the US–UK were gaining broader support. But as we moved into Wednesday 12 March that prospect began to fade again. We could not afford to wait any longer, or the time we had at our disposal to put against the ultimatum would dwindle into nothing. Washington was giving us nothing for sure beyond 17 March, but it seemed to me that we might squeeze them to 24 March if things started to go our way. Before the scheduled afternoon session of informals I found a moment to gather the Six together and explain to them what I was likely to propose in an hour’s time. This seemed to go down well, though they were a long way from being able to indicate any support in substance. I also looked in on Kofi Annan to give him a private indication of what we were trying to achieve with our last throw. I did not ask him directly for support, nor did he offer it. We understood each other on most parts of the UN agenda, but the gap on Iraq was just too wide.

The session was scheduled to begin at six o’clock. At a quarter to six the Foreign Secretary came through on the telephone with a clear and undebatable instruction to change the basis of the UK presentation. The United States had got cold feet about the degree of editing I was proposing on our draft. The benchmark concept was to be described to the Council in restricted format, but the UK was not to propose it formally unless several others indicated that they thought it worth detailed discussion. That was a minor shock; but no experienced diplomat should be too distraught at the idea of putting a non-proposal to a non-meeting. The substance can be made the same. The real issue is whether or not it is going to work.

Luckily for this occasion, the UN’s appalling record of starting meetings on time played in my favour. My Mission team had prepared a written text that could, with a different oral introduction, serve the purpose as before. When the meeting began, Ambassador Traoré turned to me to lead off. I introduced my non-paper illustrating the kind of benchmarks that could reasonably be set for Iraq. The ultimatum date was not filled in, but Council members would need to understand that very little time remained for Saddam Hussein to make a convincing change of attitude. I said that if an approach of this kind gained traction in the Council, the UK would be prepared to amend our draft resolution so that the wording threatening an ‘or else’ for Iraq would be removed (it would remain there implicitly, of course, in the references to Resolution 1441). I hoped that such a presentational change would make a difference to those Council members, like Pakistan, who wanted to avoid both crossing the United States and enflaming their domestic opinion.

The Six recognised that I had made a genuine attempt to produce a benchmark proposal and thanked me for my efforts, but they did not like the residual, implied ultimatum and everyone was trying to analyse the degree to which it could be used to trigger the use of force automatically. Mexico and Angola, with some support from Hans Blix, attempted to turn the idea into a down-payment by Iraq, which, if it was judged to have been delivered, would permit a further period of testing to continue. I suggested instead the metaphor of a ship with a hole in it needing a repair kit, and threw in an approaching iceberg for good measure. I was amused when the Spanish press later leaked a report from the Spanish Mission which described the UK as presenting its case with vigour, though some parts were long-winded and confused. Fair strike. But we had succeeded in getting the concept out in the open and I suggested that further discussion should await the next day, when people ought to have received detailed instructions.

Thursday 13 March was the day, perhaps inevitable with hindsight, when the hostility to what the US and the UK were trying to construct came spilling out. I was still receiving stalwart moral and political support from my phlegmatic Spanish colleague, Inocencio Arias, whose chairmanship of Real Madrid earlier in his career must have convinced him that a late goal was always possible. But I was losing the Americans, who saw this last-minute UK activity as neither one thing nor the other. With a session of informals due in the afternoon again, I went over the ground privately with the Six. Their disappointment that the UK effort had failed to live up to their hopes, especially where the short timing and the disguised ultimatum were concerned, came through sharply. For the first time we began to get clear indications that several of them, not least the Latin Americans who had earlier been the real promoters of the benchmark idea, were moving out of reach.

In the afternoon’s informal consultations the UK Mission awaited with some apprehension the considered views of our Council colleagues. We thought it might be possible to curtail a full table-round of comments by suggesting a break for detailed discussion in smaller groups, but my Bulgarian colleague, whose Government was increasingly in the public firing-line at home, had instructions to set out his national position in detail. That opened the floodgates. Our critics focused on the short time-line and on automatic authority for the use of force. This prompted the French, Germans and Russians to renew their cry of ‘What’s wrong with continuing inspections?’ All the divisions resurfaced. As the succession of interventions played through, it looked as if we were indeed left with no more than the four votes we had to hand at the beginning of the exercise. Traoré compounded our difficulty by re-stating the Six’s idea of forty-five days of tests judged by the inspectors and we ended in a most uncomfortable position. It was not the easiest reporting telegram I sent to London that night.

The next morning, Friday 14 March, saw the UK Mission in a deeply apprehensive mood. Our options were alarmingly thin. President Chirac had famously declared at the beginning of the week that he was convinced war was always the wrong answer and that he would veto a UN resolution authorising the use of force ‘whatever the circumstances’ – something which we knew would probably be the case in practice but which, pronounced in public, was a gift to Saddam Hussein. Our strategy had now to be based on finding a text that the Council majority could support and testing the French determination to veto in that situation. If the Six were to table a fresh proposal of a prolonged period of benchmark testing under UNMOVIC and the Council’s control, the US and the UK would be forced to veto and everything we had gained with Resolution 1441 would be lost.

As it happened, London took the news of Thursday’s setback with surprising equanimity, given what was at stake in the UK domestic context. Although each of the six governments whose votes we needed had indicated a favourable response at one point or another, they had never all come on board at the same moment. When they touched base with one another they reinforced their collective doubts. The WMD arguments they felt bound to take into account, particularly if the UN inspectors backed them up, but regime change worried them as a policy dictated imperiously by power. If Iraq now, who next? London was coming to terms more quickly than I was to the implications of the vanishing votes. I gained the impression of an almost fatalistic calmness in ministerial offices: this was going to be played through to the end whatever the consequences, because it seemed the right thing to do.

Nonetheless, the risk of a counter-proposal had to be faced. Whispers wafted in about the quiet hand of the French and the Russians at work on one. The telephones rang non-stop across the Atlantic and between Security Council capitals. The US, UK and Spanish Ambassadors in New York compared assessments and aligned their reporting to home base. John Negroponte eventually gave it to me straight, superpower style: ‘We can’t go on like this. The benchmark approach has got to stop.’ I realised that he was right. ‘The US has got to switch off the Six,’ I told him. We looked at the draft proposal the Six were now circulating, which was leaking out into the press. It included an absolutely unacceptable paragraph specifying that the Council would hear the judgement of the inspectors as to whether or not Iraq was cooperating and then take a decision on next steps. We began to contact representatives of the Six to say that any movement away from 1441 would destroy any hope of keeping the Security Council together. More significantly, Washington started to speak its mind at high levels in capitals, suggesting to the Latin Americans in particular that US disappointment at the low degree of support would take a long time to dissipate. We discovered that the Chilean Government, in an angry reaction to this, had published the Six paper without consulting the others. Cohesion was beginning to crumble.

Suddenly, like a mist lifting off the mountainside, their initiative faded away. No one came back to us to ask for further discussions; no one put in a bid for informal consultations. The five Permanent Members had scheduled a meeting in the middle of the afternoon to discuss the draft of the Six. We were preparing for an unpleasant exchange, but I sensed that delegates in New York were beginning to lose interest in further negotiation while their capitals were still so far apart. The news broke that the leaders of the United States, the United Kingdom and Spain were going to meet in the Portuguese Azores over the weekend. I telephoned round the P5 and no one objected to a cancellation. The talking stopped.

There seemed to be no reason to stay in New York that Friday night, so Anne and I took the late-evening road up to Woodstock. The Number Ten switchboard woke me early on Saturday to ask me to brief the Prime Minister on the implications of the previous day. I was struck by his continuing interest in a diplomatic solution, perhaps with a final ultimatum from the allies or even from his Arab brethren for Saddam Hussein to leave Iraq. But there were limits to a discussion of strategy on an open line.

We got up and went for a bicycle ride in the early-spring sunshine and then the telephone began to ring again. My Mission told me that Hans Blix was about to submit his clusters document and UNMOVIC’s future programme of work and the Iraqis had seized the opportunity to invite him and Mohamed ElBaradei to Baghdad. The UNMOVIC and the IAEA teams were apparently rather excited by the prospect. Our machine went into action and we explained why a visit to Baghdad was a thoroughly bad idea. Whichever way events now went, the last thing we wanted was hostages of that seniority in the Iraqi capital.

We returned from Woodstock at the end of Sunday morning. We had originally been planning on leaving that day for a week’s skiing in Aspen; instead the office beckoned. There were preparations to make for the aftermath of the Azores summit and for an explanation to the Security Council. The traffic was unusually busy on the FDR expressway for the middle of Sunday and I began to realise I had left myself too little time to consult London.

The south-bound carriageway ground to a halt and I braked too late. I clipped the car in front and the car behind crunched into ours rather harder. Luckily we were able to drive on, but summoning the police and exchanging insurance details took more time out of the day. What a moment to choose for my only road accident in five years in New York!

When I reached the office, feeling increasingly numb as events stripped away my options, instructions were starting to come in for the withdrawal the next morning of the UK–US–Spanish-sponsored draft resolution. Adam Bye, my Iraq desk officer, was already preparing the text of a statement. I exchanged e-mails with Jack Straw to confirm the nuances not just of the text but also of the timing, because what happened in New York had to be carefully aligned with Government statements in London, where a major debate on Iraq was due to be held in the House of Commons on 18 March.

At around 5.30 p.m. I met with Negroponte and Arias to finalise tactics for Monday. It was agreed that the British, as the first promoters of the draft resolution, would lead off with the public announcement that we were not pursuing it. This would have to be calibrated with an expected informal session of the Security Council, designed partly to follow up the vacuum created by Friday’s collapse into silence and partly to respond to UNMOVIC’s request for a meeting to discuss their work programme. By Sunday evening Blix and his team were aroused on a much more immediate point: the Americans had warned them that UNMOVIC and the IAEA would be well advised to start moving out of Iraq altogether within the next twenty-four hours. Memories came back of UNSCOM’s hurried departure from Iraq in December 1998 and Blix was determined not to appear subservient to US instructions.

I searched for Hans, but discovered that he had already left for a dinner to which Anne and I had also been invited, the annual fundraising event for the Metropolitan Opera on the stage of the Lincoln Center. I found him on his cellphone there and told him that the 10 a.m. Council meeting would be accompanied by a UK–US statement ending negotiations at the UN. He was resigned to having to bring his teams out of Iraq and was by now mainly concerned for their safety, as talk of hostage-taking was rife. I reported all of this to London and then we dashed of to join the Met dinner, apologising profusely, not for the first or last time, that Iraq had trampled on my time-keeping. I found myself sitting next to the eldest daughter of the King of Spain and we talked about anything but our two countries’ alliance in the coming conflict.

Early on the morning of Monday 17 March I re-checked the fine print with London. The text needed a final tweak, but the main elements, including the side-swipe at the French, stayed the same. The timing had become more awkward. The meeting of the Cabinet, which was to precede the announcement to Parliament, and at which Robin Cook was expected to resign from his position as Leader of the House, had been brought forward from 5 p.m. to 4 p.m. London time, 11 a.m. in New York. This meant that I could not wait until after an informal meeting of the Security Council, the proper sequence, before making a public announcement that the UK–US–Spanish draft resolution had been set aside. With the Council set to meet at 10 a.m. and the clock now approaching 9.30, I had no option but to make my statement as the Council gathered for their session.

John Negroponte, Inocencio Arias and I quickly assembled at the US Mission on First Avenue, while our press teams went over to marshal the crowd of eager journalists now pouring into the UN building. At a couple of minutes to ten John thought that we had better make our way over the road. My feet felt leaden. I just managed to avoid a joking reference to the scaffold. As we entered the main door, ready for the long walk past the assembled flags of the 191 Member States and down the central second-floor corridor, our staff suddenly pulled us aside and diverted us down the basement staircase. The informals room was closed for repairs and the Council was being temporarily re-housed. By another of those happy little ironies, this was the day on which the seats were to be replaced, thanks to the generosity and I suppose the sensitive posteriors of the German delegation.

Down in the basement a microphone had been set up in a corner behind the Viennese café, facing a jostling mass of reporters and cameramen. There was no dignified backcloth to give the occasion a symbolic colouring. The statement had to be read, text in hand, no time to memorise it, though I tried to look up for half-sentences at a time:


I would like to make a statement on behalf of the three sponsors of the 7 March Draft Resolution. As you know, we have worked very hard in the last few days in a final effort to seek a Council consensus on Iraq. In an effort to reunite the Council, the United Kingdom proposed last week an ultimatum which would challenge Iraq to take a strategic decision to disarm.

There were three key elements to the compromise we proposed. First, tough but realisable tests, including an unequivocal commitment to disarmament by Saddam Hussein. Second, a realistic but tight timetable for completion of those tests, given the urgent need for Iraq to comply after twelve years of prevarication. And third, an understanding that if Iraq failed the tests serious consequences would ensue as set out in Resolution 1441.

Having held further discussions with Council members over the weekend and in the last few hours, we have had to conclude that Council consensus will not be possible in line with Resolution 1441. One country in particular has underlined its intention to veto any ultimatum ‘no matter what the circumstances’. That country rejected our proposed compromise before even the Iraqi Government itself and has put forward suggestions that would row back on the unanimous agreement of the Council in Resolution 1441 and those suggestions would amount to no ultimatum, no pressure and no disarmament.

Given this situation, the co-sponsors have agreed that we will not pursue a vote on the UK–US–Spanish resolution in blue. The communiqués and press statements that issued at the Azores summit explain the position of our governments on the way forward. The co-sponsors reserve their right to take their own steps to secure the disarmament of Iraq.



I cannot claim that this will ring down the years as the most eloquent of declarations. But it made the necessary bare points. We were looking for united pressure on Iraq. We warned you that this was the only way to avoid conflict. You signed up to 1441 and then slid away from it. Alternative proposals missed the point. Diplomacy is over. We shall now take our own decisions.

Negroponte and Arias then made shorter parallel statements. The cameras flashed incessantly. We had little idea how far the sound of our voices was carrying and it was all a crowded, messy occasion. When I watched the news bulletins later, I saw that throughout our period at the microphone the other members of the Security Council were wandering like lost sheep backwards and forwards behind us, looking for the basement conference room which was supposed to have been reserved as the Council’s home for the day. To uninitiated viewers it appeared that they were walking out on our statements. They would have not have been misled by the symbolism.

The informal consultations that followed proved something of an anticlimax. Hans Blix and Mohamed ElBaradei talked in surreal fashion about their future work programme and, more to the point, briefed the Council on the withdrawal of their staffs from Iraq. Strangely in the view of some, but with a logic geared to denying the allies any justifiable pretext for an invasion, the Iraqis had allowed UNMOVIC and the IAEA to leave without a hint of obstruction. The Council agreed to take note, because Russia would not permit a warmer verb, of the Secretary-General’s responsibility to take decisions on the security of UN staff in Iraq and so that item, so contentious in 1998, was settled without too much acrimony. The atmosphere was very charged. Attention was starting to flow towards the expected televised address by President Bush at 8 p.m. that evening and the Council business rather faded away. The President in due course announced a forty-eight-hour final deadline for Saddam Hussein to comply with the terms of Resolution 1441 and the media focus switched to that. The ashes of the Security Council’s work were left to swirl unattended in the UN basement draughts.
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Collapse into War

In the United Kingdom the focus immediately shifted to the House of Commons debate, scheduled for 18 March. The moment the Blair Government had been preparing for more than a year had arrived: it was time to gain the approval of the British Parliament to end the threat posed by Saddam Hussein through UK military action. If this debate had been held without any new UN resolution, it would have been unwinnable. But Resolution 1441 had reinvigorated the argument that Iraq was in breach of international law and had given the Security Council the opportunity to implement a solution. A majority in Parliament now had to agree to the proposition that the UN was not capable of completing the job of disarming Iraq and that the US–UK alliance would therefore have to do it themselves.

The debate had to settle two fundamental questions. Was the use of force legal? And was it justified? These two questions have become fused and confused in the arguments that have raged ever since the decision was made to commit British forces to combat in Iraq. Both have been the subject of intense controversy and both have engaged at some level the subjective judgements of those involved. But they are different questions.

There is no final arbiter of a case in international law as there is in a domestic legal system: a sovereign state can refuse to accept the jurisdiction, for instance, of the International Court of Justice. Public opinion, therefore, has more scope to make its weight felt. For the UK Government, what mattered was that there should be a judgement by its law officers that the action contemplated was not going to break the law. The Attorney-General, Lord Goldsmith, in a written statement to Parliament on 17 March 2003, set out his interpretation of the combined effect of Resolutions 678, 687 and 1441 and determined that the use of force against Iraq would be legal. The statement, the Attorney-General’s final word on the matter, is set out in Appendix 3. It explains why the authority to use force under Resolution 678 continued to be valid; and it declares in paragraph 9 that ‘Resolution 1441 would in terms have provided that a further decision of the Security Council to sanction force was required if that had been intended. Thus, all that Resolution 1441 requires is reporting to and discussion by the Security Council of Iraq’s failures, but not an express further decision to authorise force.’

Lord Goldsmith’s judgement has been the subject of argument ever since, not least because his earlier and fuller advice to the Prime Minister, dated 7 March and classified secret, went into greater detail on the difficulties of proceeding without a second resolution. The 7 March document was leaked shortly before the May 2005 General Election in an attempt to cause damage to the Government by insinuating that the judgement was forced out of Lord Goldsmith by political pressure. But despite the headlines, Tony Blair’s opponents had to concede that the Attorney-General had not stated that war without a second resolution would be illegal. His point was that a second resolution would be far preferable. Lord Goldsmith asked for my advice in January 2003 about the negotiation of Resolution 1441: I pointed up the significance of the failure by our opponents to keep the Security Council in control of the decision-making on a further breach by Iraq and I underlined the parallels with the justification for the December 1998 bombing. It did not surprise me that it took time for the Attorney-General’s team to get right inside the sequence of resolutions, their negotiating history and their legal implications. Many of us had doubts about the use of force against Iraq on a March 2003 timing, but they were mainly on the policy aspects and the practical implications.

The fact is that Lord Goldsmith delivered his legal judgement on 17, not 7, March; and he has not changed it since. People have wished to claim that British participation in the conflict was illegal and they have a number of unofficial legal opinions on their side to back them up, but they have not, so far, been able to make the charges stick. The Government’s opinion has not been formally challenged either in the UK Courts or by the UN Security Council. The Deputy Legal Adviser in the Foreign Office, Elizabeth Wilmshurst, resigned over the issue, but she had taken no such stand over the bombing of Iraq in December 1998, when the legal case rested on the same sequence of resolutions. Her resignation letter, later published, stated that the legal team in the Foreign Office were of the view that going to war against Iraq without a second resolution would have been illegal under international law. If that was the case, they never told me in New York. Their very able colleague in my Mission, Iain MacLeod, who sat at my shoulder throughout the drama of those final weeks in early 2003, interpreted the resolutions as I did: I would not have continued with our line of approach if he had advised me of a fundamental legal problem.

The difficulty for those who opposed the use of force has been that the basis for the attack on Iraq was contained in Security Council resolutions that remained valid. The difficulty for Washington and London has been that those resolutions had, for a lay audience, lost their teeth with the passage of time. If a government is obliged to defend its actions by going back twelve years to the aftermath of a war that has become political history, then inevitably scepticism will be voiced. But the strict legal case resides there. Saddam Hussein never satisfied the UN’s terms for the finalisation of the first Gulf War. Resolution 687 of 3 April 1991 required him to cooperate with the UN in eliminating and accounting for all of Iraq’s WMD. He did not cooperate, and he offered no verifiable evidence for the full elimination of his WMD. As a result, he left himself liable to the continuing use of force authorised by Resolution 678 of 29 November 1990. That was the legal basis for the bombing of Iraq in December 1998, explained by me in the Security Council at the time, on instructions from London. The legality of that action was cleared with the Government’s legal advisers and was never challenged in the Council or in any relevant court of law. The effect of Resolution 1441, even if it revised the terms of Iraqi compliance, was to reconfirm the validity of those resolutions.

Much attention has been focused on the claim by the British and American Governments after the adoption of 1441 in November 2002 that there was no ‘automaticity’ contained in their interpretation of the text of 1441: in other words, that the two governments could not unilaterally judge that the time had come to use force against Iraq, without any further reference to the Security Council. People ask: was that not exactly what happened? The correct answer, which is ‘no’, is widely regarded as unconvincing. But the fact is that the US and the UK did fulfil the strict terms of the resolution. 1441 stipulated that anyone who judged that Saddam Hussein had breached the resolution – and France never succeeded in removing the implication in paragraphs 4 and 12 of 1441 that either the inspectors or a Member State of the UN could make the judgement – should bring the matter to the Council for further assessment. France, Germany, Russia and several others had wanted 1441 to state that only the Council could then take a decision. But the resolution they voted for did not say that. The Security Council thus adopted a resolution that gave them first refusal on the responsibility to act, but which did not address the consequences of their not taking it up. That vacuum was filled by the earlier resolutions, which had not been repealed or supplanted.

These interconnecting UN texts leave opponents of the war frustrated, since they regard the lines of connection as thin and unclear for a full-blooded debate about war and peace. But their effect is to leave the main issue one of justification rather than legality. That is much more a matter of subjective opinion; and it appears from polls and media comment that the majority of people in the United Kingdom who have a view on the subject did not and do not see the attack on Iraq as justified. Political leaders have to live with the consequences of unpopular decisions, but they are not compelled to follow the will of the people except at election time. The result of the UK General Election of 5 May 2005 reflected popular opinion on Iraq, among other things, but it still saw the Blair Government returned with a substantial majority. For the Prime Minister and his Government, what mattered on the eve of the invasion of Iraq was that the House of Commons supported them by a margin that both delivered a significant majority and saved the Parliamentary Labour Party from being regarded as disastrously split.

The speech delivered by Tony Blair at the opening of the 18 March 2003 debate is considered one of the best of his political career. How he collected himself from the disappointment of the collapse of diplomacy at the UN is hard to explain. I heard convincing evidence of the depression in the offices of 10 Downing Street the weekend before. Sceptics may claim that Blair had been mentally ready for that moment from way back, but that was not how it looked to those of us involved in trying to find a peaceful route out. The assumption that war was inevitable and right would have been reflected in quite a different psychology in the final weeks of diplomacy; and it would have led to a different approach to the preparations for the post-war period, which were almost entirely left to the Americans.

Tony Blair’s case to Parliament rested on two principal arguments. First, that Iraqi WMD capability and Saddam’s brutality combined represented an urgent threat to world peace, which would have to be dealt with if national security and international order were to be maintained. As the Prime Minister put it:


… Because the outcome of this issue will now determine more than the fate of the Iraqi regime and more than the future of the Iraqi people, for so long brutalised by Saddam. It will determine the way Britain and the world confront the central security threat of the twenty-first century; the development of the UN; the relationship between Europe and the US; the relations within the EU and the way the US engages with the rest of the world. It will determine the pattern of international politics for the next generation.



The second plank of his argument was that lack of action to implement UN resolutions was as dangerous for the health of the international system as action in current circumstances:


What would any tyrannical regime possessing WMD think viewing the history of the world’s diplomatic dance with Saddam? That our capacity to pass firm resolutions is only matched by our feebleness in implementing them. That is why this indulgence has to stop. Because it is dangerous. It is dangerous if such regimes disbelieve us. Dangerous if they think they can use our weakness, our hesitation, even the natural urges of our democracy towards peace, against us. Dangerous because one day they will mistake our innate revulsion against war for permanent incapacity; when in fact, pushed to the limit, we will act. But then when we act, after years of pretence, the action will have to be harder, bigger, more total in its impact. Iraq is not the only regime with WMD. But back away now from this confrontation and future conflicts will be infinitely worse and more devastating.



And later:


I have come to the conclusion after much reluctance that the greater danger to the UN is inaction: that to pass Resolution 1441 and then refuse to enforce it would do the most deadly damage to the UN’s future strength, confirming it as an instrument of diplomacy but not of action, forcing nations down the very unilateralist path we wish to avoid.



The force of the Prime Minister’s argument rested in part on the Government’s conviction at the time that Saddam Hussein possessed and was further developing WMD. ‘We are now seriously asked to accept’, he said, ‘that in the last few years, contrary to all history, contrary to all intelligence, he decided unilaterally to destroy the weapons. Such a claim is palpably absurd.’ I have analysed earlier why this belief was so strong in the American and British Governments and why Saddam Hussein kept up such a dangerous pretence. But a belief it was. Tony Blair has had to live with the surprise that no one subsequently has been able to locate WMD stockpiles in Iraq. That does not alter the fact that Iraq was in breach of UN resolutions. But it does magnify the accusation that the punishment was out of proportion to the offence.

The belief in the existence of WMD was widely enough shared in the House of Commons on 18 March 2003, and the rhetoric of the Prime Minister was sufficiently powerful, that a large majority of MPs, making their judgement on the merits of the argument as well as their party loyalties, voted for the motion that military action should be pursued. The British Government had finally caught up with its American counterpart in having both national and international cover for the use of force.

In New York the three days before the actual start of the military campaign passed in a state of glum resignation. Everyone knew from President Bush’s broadcast on the evening of 17 March that war was inevitable within days or perhaps hours. Bizarrely, the Security Council held an open meeting on Iraq on 19 March, attended by the Foreign Ministers of France, Germany, Russia, Syria and, in the Chair, Guinea. I suppose they wanted to show that the unilateral decisions of a minority ought not to disrupt the normal business of the UN. For a moment Colin Powell and Jack Straw contemplated joining them, but the timing and the risk of an unpleasant scene deterred them.

The French were fuming about the sideswipe against them in my 17 March statement and the Germans, though constantly more worried than the French about the effects of a transatlantic split, were too close to them, and too far away from Washington, to have anything soothing to say. I did not expect to have a happy time in the chamber. Jean-Marc de la Sablière reminded me every time I passed within earshot what the line-up of votes would have been for our draft resolution: he was not feeling isolated, he said; he had plenty of good company.

I decided to tackle the German and French Foreign Ministers directly as we began to gather for the meeting. I said how sorry I was that we had had this fallout and suggested that we Europeans should plan to work together more closely on the whole area of WMD proliferation in the future. Both Joschka Fischer and Dominique de Villepin were polite enough to say that this was worth considering, but they did not wish to talk about Iraq. Gunter Pleuger, my German colleague, made a genuine attempt to paper over our differences and we rather formally complimented each other on the handling of our opposing cases in the Council. Otherwise the atmosphere was frosty. The actual Council meeting was insubstantial, concentrating unrealistically on the future work of UNMOVIC and the IAEA, and only a few mournful comments were uttered about the collapse of diplomacy. No lunch was held afterwards, to everyone’s relief.

That night the Americans launched their bombing campaign, jump-starting it by a day in an attempt to kill Saddam Hussein at one of his family farms. He escaped unscathed, but we did not know that for certain until days later. This first sign of military action came as a shock: it had always been so theoretical up to this point, so postponable. Now that it had started, the world became a different place. No one knew whether the conflict would go on for months, with casualties mounting up and all the humanitarian consequences the UN had predicted.

Rather than sit and wait for news of the campaign to dictate the reactions of the watching community in New York, I decided we had to persuade people to think about the operational implications of what had happened. On 19 March we had begun to consider the role of the United Nations in caring for the Iraqi people after the conflict: there was nothing to be done while the fighting continued. The Secretary-General had been asked to submit proposals for a mandate for the Secretariat and a continuation of the Oil for Food programme, which was feeding more than half the Iraqi population. This put Kofi Annan in a dilemma; he wanted the UN to remain engaged in this major crisis, but he was at the same time receiving advice from his team that the Secretariat should keep its distance from what they saw as unjustified interference in the sovereign affairs of Iraq. Annan wisely judged that a UN role could be constructed while respecting Iraq’s theoretical independence and he agreed to make some suggestions. Worried that these might be framed in such a way as to criticise our position, I started preparing a British version.

Against the background of huge, sometimes hysterical, speculation in the media and in the drawing-rooms of East Manhattan about the collapse of the UN system and the emasculation of the Security Council, the willingness of the Permanent Five to get together to discuss next steps emerged as a pleasant surprise. In the late afternoon of 20 March, as the television screens were beginning to fill with images of the ‘shock and awe’ bombing campaign around Baghdad, the P5 agreed to meet to see what could be salvaged from the mess. It helped to have a concrete operational question to ponder and outright recrimination was avoided. The Russians, understandably enough, could not resist underlining that any involvement of the Secretariat must be organised on a basis that did not stain them by association with an ‘illegal occupation’. But we were negotiating again.

That same day, I telephoned Jean-David Levitte in Washington to express my regret that all our joint efforts to find a way through without war had come to nothing. The next day he sent me a note to reassure me that it would not make a difference at a personal level, but he could not resist attaching a section from a W. H. Auden poem, a pointed reference back to the casual way in which the diplomats, as the poet saw it, allowed the First World War to gather pace:


But in the evening the oppression lifted;

The peaks came into focus; it had rained;

Across the lawns and cultured flowers drifted

The conversation of the highly trained.

The gardeners watched them pass and priced their shoes;

A chauffeur waited, reading in the drive,

For them to finish their exchange of views;

It seemed a picture of the private life.

Far off, no matter what good they intended,

The armies waited for a verbal error

With all the instruments for causing pain:

And on the issue of their charm depended

A land laid waste, with all its young men slain,

The women weeping, and the towns in terror.

They carry terror with them like a purse,

And flinch from the horizon like a gun;

And all the rivers and the railways run

Away from Neighbourhood as from a curse.

They cling and huddle in the new disaster

Like children sent to school, and cry in turn;

For space has rules they cannot hope to learn,

Time speaks a language they can never master.

We live here. We lie in the Present’s unopened

Sorrow; its limits are what we are.

The prisoner ought never to pardon his cell.

Can future ages ever escape so far,

Yet feel derived from everything that happened,

Even from us, that even this was well?



Levitte left me to ponder the connotations of this passage on my own. No comparison with the start of the First World War could be made to stand up for long, but the suggestion of obstinate positions held in defiance of a collective logic, of the military build-up creating a momentum of its own, of the suppression of any honest analysis of what horrors war might bring to those who were not lucky enough to observe it from a distance, even the hint of the later futility of the League of Nations, were all rather chilling.

Despite the hard feelings, our colleagues and opponents on the Security Council did not turn their backs on their practical responsibilities. The need to deal with the real-world consequences of the breakdown of diplomacy laid a basis for the slow, grudging and sometimes painful process of bringing Iraq back into the UN’s normal business agenda. Kofi Annan played his part in this process. As the conflict started and the Secretariat building filled with bitter reproaches over the sidelining of the UN, he took an extremely cautious position. I went to see him four days into the war. In his quiet, calm way, with never a hint of reproach in his voice and only momentarily in his eye, he said he wished to see how things developed on the ground before making any decisions about UN involvement. He was clear that he did not wish the UN to take over responsibility for administering the country once the fighting had died down: the political and practical minuses were too manifest. I suggested that the United States was in any case most unlikely to offer the UN such a role. Annan said he was reluctant even to appoint his own Special Representative at this stage, as London and Washington wanted. I could nevertheless see that the situation presented an opportunity for renewed UN involvement in Iraq and that Annan was alive to this.

The next day the Secretary-General invited the Permanent Five up to the thirty-eighth floor for a working lunch, the only time he did so during my five years in New York. The conversation was notably constructive. Short of doing anything that implied legitimisation of the war, the Russians, French and Chinese wanted to pick up some of the shattered pieces. We agreed on a way to continue the Oil for Food distribution programme after the conflict, to avoid the risk of starvation for the 70 per cent or so of the population who depended on it. Annan set out his preferred architecture for a later UN role: three equal pillars – the Coalition, the Iraqis and the UN – working in harness. The previous day he had been over the ground with Condoleezza Rice, who had gone to see him privately in New York, and the idea seemed to be within negotiating distance of the Americans. All five of us accepted this approach as a sensible potential framework for the next steps, but the non-Americans had not been consulted on it and we could not be sure what would happen in practice.

The Prime Minister and Jack Straw decided to pay a lightning visit to UN headquarters late on 27 March, following a council of war they had just held with President Bush at Camp David. They helicoptered in from JFK Airport and, contrary to the usual protocol, I met them only when they reached the entrance to the building. The thirty-first floor had been cleared for Blair to do a number of media interviews and while that was going on I held a gloomy conversation with Jack Straw about the breakdown at the UN and the mountain we would have to climb to remedy it. The Prime Minister then had a long discussion with the Secretary-General, most of it tête-à-tête. As I understood it, nothing specific was agreed, but the visit helped to convince Kofi Annan that the UK could accept the three pillars structure, would do its utmost to create a politically protected space for the UN in Iraq, and would help limit the humanitarian effects of the conflict.

As for the conflict raging 5,000 miles away, little was said. None of us knew how long it might drag on and that exercised the Prime Minister more than anything else. He was not ready to focus on the precise arrangements for the post-conflict phase and it was not for me to ask about it in a one-and-a-half-hour visit. It was a glum and unproductive evening. It reinforced my feeling that events had moved on beyond anything I could offer, that the whole British machine was being carried along on the tide and that we would have to wait for it to turn.

The Security Council nevertheless plodded ahead with the bits and pieces left to us. Before March was over, with the military campaign in full swing, when we had absorbed the full force of Russian resentment and after some constructive work from the German delegation under Gunter Pleuger, the Security Council unanimously adopted a resolution (1472) ensuring the continuation of the Oil for Food programme. For all the public hammering of the use of force in the corridors and in the international media, this decision had a calming effect on the internal UN system and suggested to delegations and Secretariat alike that they were going to have a purpose in the context of Iraq. Kofi Annan did decide in early April to appoint a Special Adviser for Iraq, Rafiuddin Ahmed, underpowered for this stormy territory but an experienced UN hand and an important symbol of UN involvement. Unlike Brahimi in Afghanistan, Ahmed did not have the authority and independence of a Special Representative and was never allowed to stray far from East Manhattan. The arrangement left the impression that the Secretary-General was only going through the motions.

Then the military campaign began to eat up Iraqi territory and some of the British gloom lifted. Too used by now to finding the next thing to worry about, we wondered whether the real crunch was going to come in Baghdad, where an urban guerrilla resistance had long been predicted. We began to enjoy the ludicrous expostulations of the Iraqi Information Minister, ‘Comical Ali’, that all was well for Iraq’s defence and the invaders would be ejected soon enough. The leading American column cut through to the centre of the city on 6 April and it seemed that the end of the fighting might be only days away. I had nothing on my desk to indicate what the next steps were going to be. It was all happening elsewhere.

The vacuum started to be filled when President Bush and Prime Minister Blair met on 7–8 April for a bilateral summit in Hillsborough, Northern Ireland. Only then were we able to get a sense that top-level planning for the post-war phase had become the priority, although the military details were never conveyed to us in New York. The important thing to come out of Hillsborough for us in New York was that the place of the United Nations in post-war Iraq, over which London and Washington had been at odds for quite a while, was given a push forwards. The President and the Prime Minister together declared that they wished the UN to play a ‘vital’ role in the construction of a new Iraq.

The Anglo–American skirmishing over that adjective ‘vital’ is worth touching on in a little more detail, because the part that the United Nations was later to come to play in Iraq, selecting the new Iraqi leadership and adding legitimacy to the political transition, illuminates the variable attitude of the United States towards the global institution. The Hillsborough meeting was preceded by a careful public exposition by the British Government of their vision for the administration of the country. This had been set out by the Foreign Secretary in a speech to the Newspaper Society Annual Conference on 1 April. There were four key commitments: first, the provision of emergency relief, for which the Government had already allocated £240 million; second, a medium-term international aid programme overseen by the United Nations; third, the long-term redevelopment and rehabilitation of Iraq, under a new UN Security Council resolution to endorse an appropriate post-conflict administration – the UK believed that the UN should take a leading role in organising a conference to bring together representatives from all sections of Iraqi society and to place decisions about Iraq’s political and economic future firmly in the hands of the Iraqi people; and fourth, ensuring that Iraq’s oil wealth would be used exclusively for the benefit of the Iraqi people.

This prescription went beyond what was considered wise or acceptable in the United States. Even Secretary of State Colin Powell, the senior member of the administration most likely to countenance a US partnership with the UN, poured cold water on a leading role for the UN. Speaking at a NATO meeting on 3 April, Powell said: ‘It was the Coalition that came together and took on this difficult mission at political expense, at the expense of the treasury … but at the expense of lives as well. When we have succeeded and when we look down the road to create this better life for the Iraqi people to rebuild this society … after these decades of devastation wrought by Saddam Hussein, I think the Coalition has to play the leading role in determining the way forward.’ London was concerned that this was missing the point: it would surely save a lot of treasure and lives if there was the widest possible support from the international community in helping Iraqis to get back on their feet. The UK made the hard calculation that the UN was going to be needed in the aftermath of the war, both to form the foundation of an international effort to reconstruct Iraq and to bring skills and experience to bear in the technical administration of the country. The UN possessed these skills in greater abundance than Washington or London. At the same NATO meeting, Jack Straw said that the top priority was to put the country quickly back in the hands of its own people: ‘Iraq has to be run by Iraqis, not by people parachuted in from outside.’ Reporters were amused to spot that, as he was talking to them, two booklets slipped out of his pocket onto the ground, a map of Iraq and the Charter of the United Nations.

The UK and the US argued out these points in the final stages of the military operation. As the Hillsborough summit approached, Washington gave a little ground. The joint statement of the two leaders at Hillsborough included the following passage:


As the coalition proceeds with the reconstruction of Iraq, it will work with its allies, bilateral donors and with the United Nations and other international institutions. The United Nations has a vital role to play in the reconstruction of Iraq. We welcome the effort of UN agencies and non-governmental organisations in providing immediate assistance to the people of Iraq. As we stated in the Azores, we plan to seek the adoption of a new UN Security Council resolution that would affirm Iraq’s territorial integrity, ensure rapid delivery of humanitarian relief and endorse an appropriate post-conflict administration for Iraq. We welcome the appointment by the UN Secretary-General of a Special Adviser for Iraq to work with the people of Iraq and Coalition representatives.



In the end it was the President personally, in spite of some tugging on his coat-tails from his team, who insisted that the UK’s requirement for an adjective at least as positive as ‘vital’ should be met. During the question-and-answer session with journalists after the summit, President Bush deliberately repeated the word several times. Asked point-blank what it meant, he defined a possible role for the UN: ‘A vital role as an agent to help people to live freely. That’s a vital role, and that means food. That means medicine. That means a place where people can give their contributions. That means suggesting people for the interim Iraqi administration. That means being a party to the progress being made in Iraq.’ What Bush did not say was that he could see a leading political role for the UN.

For those in New York who wanted to see the bare realities of what had occurred reversed, this was not enough. They wished to have the UN in charge, with the Charter setting the principles, the Member States providing the resources and the Secretariat leading the implementation. For the UK, the result at Hillsborough was more than we had expected to secure from Washington. The Americans, however, were not going to cede central control. Kofi Annan knew this and he was not asking for anything different. Aware from his more than thirty years of inside experience of the true strengths and weaknesses of the UN, he realised that a large and deeply disturbed territory like Iraq was beyond the capacity of the world body to administrate. There had to be a phase where a coalition of capable states established security and laid the foundations for a new political structure. Then the United Nations could coordinate the input of resources and expertise and take over the transition process when the situation had settled down. This is what had recently happened in East Timor, with the Australians providing the early steel and a UN administration under Sergio Vieira de Mello running the transitional machinery. It was also the pattern in Afghanistan under Lakhdar Brahimi, though the UN’s political role was more closely confined to the capital. In both places UN resolutions had set the framework for political change. In Iraq the change of regime itself was highly controversial. Annan was wiser about the UN’s limitations than his staff and he was not going to overreach. Where he and his Secretariat did agree was in leaving the United States and the United Kingdom to handle the political and administrative consequences of their own decisions, echoing Colin Powell’s advice to President Bush in August 2002 about going it alone: ‘You break it, you own it.’

Even at Hillsborough the allies could not be sure that the end of Saddam Hussein’s regime would come rapidly. Baghdad could be hiding a surprise. The absence of a second front in the north because Turkey had stayed out of the conflict meant that Iraqi forces could re-form north of Baghdad and continue to cause trouble. But 7 and 8 April passed without any sign of a counter-attack or of organised urban resistance. The worry that our armies would get bogged down, or that Saddam Hussein’s crack troops would defend Baghdad street by street and raise the casualty levels on both sides to an unacceptable horror, began to lift. There was no sign of the millions of refugees and the starving civilian population predicted by the UN Secretariat. The campaign had delivered the best-case scenario: a brilliantly conceived and executed military strategy, US troops operating with impressive speed and accuracy, British and Australian units performing their subsidiary but significant roles courageously and the Iraqi resistance melting away to nothing. On 9 April, as American armoured columns reached the centre of the capital, the people came out onto the streets in a spontaneous outburst of delight, just as Ahmed Chalabi had predicted to the Pentagon. Iraqis, with help from American soldiers, brought the statue of Saddam Hussein tumbling down from its plinth in Fardus Square. It was all over.

The precipitous collapse of Iraq’s defence led to much speculation about Saddam’s planning. Perhaps it had been his intention all along to have his best forces fade away and save themselves for guerrilla warfare later. The evidence from both military and intelligence sources pointed rather to a deep reluctance in the Iraqi ranks to fight for a lost cause and for a dictator who had miscalculated. Saddam himself appears to have been surprised and disappointed by the speed of his regime’s demise. When his statue crashed to the ground, his standing and his image evaporated. From then until his capture on 12 December, he was on the run with minimal support and unable to reconstitute any of his military units. The Baathist and Sunni extremist resistance was able to draw on financial reserves secreted away by the regime over the years and members of the security forces undoubtedly joined the anti-Coalition ranks. But we never found clear indications that it all followed a pre-ordained pattern. The strategy and operational effectiveness of the insurgency had to be generated from a collapsed system and from whatever opportunities the handling of the post-conflict phase presented.
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The Occupation Starts Badly

By 10 April Baghdad lay in the hands of the American forces and the guns had stopped firing. It was time to turn to the requirements of a Saddam-free Iraq. I would be leaving the United Nations on 26 July, the day before my sixtieth birthday – the mandatory Foreign Office retirement age – but it was clear there would be plenty of work to do over those three and a half months in New York. I shall briefly describe the parts that affected the setting up of an occupation administration in Baghdad with UN authority and a degree of UN participation, but the next stage of this account is mainly about the creation of a political structure for Iraq’s transition, which I witnessed at first hand in Baghdad between September 2003 and the end of March 2004.

The United Kingdom held limited discussions with the American team responsible for planning the aftermath of the war. The Foreign Office and the Ministry of Defence consulted with the State Department, but that was not where the operational work was being done. UK planning at the beginning of 2003 had largely been concentrated on setting up a Joint Forces operation in Turkey, which the Americans assumed would be playing a major northern flank role in the whole enterprise. When that prospect vanished on 1 March with Turkey’s refusal to be drawn in, the forces moved to the southeast. It was not until mid-February that we learnt that retired Lieutenant-General Jay Garner would lead the civil administration in Baghdad. At the request of the Pentagon, the UK Ministry of Defence (MoD) appointed Major-General Tim Cross to act as Garner’s deputy, assigning him a small team to help plan the British role in the reconstruction effort in Baghdad. The MoD did devote time to learning from the Pentagon and from US Central Command (CENTCOM) how the British Army’s new role in Basra and the south-east would link in to the overall post-conflict structure and what lesser part we might play in security arrangements at the centre. We ended up with around 12,000 troops in the south under a Major-General, and in Baghdad we provided a two-star deputy to the US military commander in Iraq, with a unit of fewer than 100 soldiers to back him up. On the humanitarian side the UK’s Department for International Development (DfID) under Clare Short had made their largely independent preparations to contribute to civilian relief efforts, mainly in the south, but the total preparation effort did not amount to a fully articulated plan. London had been too absorbed with the challenge of whether and when a conflict would erupt to enter into the detail of what next. It might also have been politically awkward to get into precise planning discussions when the Government was regularly asserting that no decision to use force would be made until it was clear that there was no alternative. The consequences of the UK’s failure to insist on adequate preparation were to prove costly.

As it happened, a significant amount of work had been done in various departments in Washington to assess the probable reactions of the Iraqi people to the removal of Saddam Hussein’s regime and to predict what might be required by way of security control and civilian administration. The Central Intelligence Agency wrote their own paper, pointing out the divisive tendencies in Iraqi politics and the risk of sustained violence. A State Department team under Tom Warrick from the Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs, including some experienced American Arabists and drawing on the input of over 200 Iraqi exiles, had been putting a huge effort over more than a year into a project called ‘The Future of Iraq’, a paper that has stood the test of time in its assessment of the difficulties any new administration would face. It went into the detail of Iraq’s violent history, indicated the scale of the challenge the United States would face after regime change and made proposals for the early transfer of power to a new Iraqi leadership.

It was the Pentagon, however, that was in charge. There had been a great deal of discussion among senior members of the administration in the months leading up to March 2003 about the post-war phase, but the short-term priority was the invasion itself and the talk led to few decisions. In the end, Donald Rumsfeld took the reins into his own hands. He argued that only the Pentagon had the capacity to act and that the military would be left with the problem in practice. The Pentagon had after all been responsible, under the Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD) and with the energetic General Tommy Franks in operational charge, for the whole war-planning process from late 2001 onwards, and the Pentagon budget was bearing the cost of the operation through the invasion and beyond. Rumsfeld was determined to retain control of the post-conflict arrangements despite the greater expertise available in the State Department. Eight weeks before the start of the conflict an ‘Office of Post-War Planning’ was established in the Pentagon in accordance with a specific Presidential Directive for that purpose (PD 24) and Garner was brought out of retirement to head it.

Jay Garner was a strange choice for such a high-profile assignment. He had a distinguished military record and had, in the early 1990s, headed the effort to protect the Kurds after the first Gulf War, Operation Provide Comfort, but he had little knowledge of the region beyond that and no experience of political institution-building. He had retired from the army several years earlier and was running a profitable private-sector company in Washington. Douglas Feith, the Under-Secretary at the Pentagon responsible for Iraq planning, telephoned him on Rumsfeld’s behalf in January 2003 and asked him to drop what he was doing and come to help on Iraq. Garner resisted for a day or two but eventually gave the loyal response and agreed to set aside his business interests for a period.

On arrival, Garner found that the Pentagon was prepared to supply him with almost no serving officers and he had to appeal to fellow retired officers to staff his planning office. He tried at first to bring in the State Department people involved on the Future of Iraq Project: at a brainstorming meeting at Fort Myers on 20–22 February Tom Warrick asked some highly pertinent questions about the tasks the unit would have to perform and the resources they had at their disposal to do so. Yet within a week Garner was ordered by Rumsfeld to let Warrick and his colleagues go. It was assumed in Garner’s team that this was because they might not be loyal to the Pentagon’s approach – a striking symptom of the competitiveness between the two departments and perhaps also of the personal rivalry between Rumsfeld and Powell, which had featured constantly throughout the Iraq saga. Garner did his best to pull the strings together, but he was not in a position to fill the strategic vacuum that Warrick and his team had warned might develop: there was too much to do at the tactical level. Neither he nor Major-General Cross had large teams to back them up, and neither even had a political adviser.

Two considerations in particular influenced thinking at the Office of the Secretary of Defense as the Pentagon prepared for the conflict. The first was the ongoing development of a military concept for the United States which combined huge technological and mechanical capability with restraint on the size of military manpower. This suited the objectives of protecting vital US interests, surgically eliminating direct threats and minimising the impact of war on US domestic opinion. It was a philosophy that Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld had inherited both from his own previous experience in government and from the Pentagon itself, where significant modernisation work had been initiated under the Clinton administration. Its effect had already influenced the way in which the Afghanistan campaign had been managed: the expulsion of the Taliban Government had been implemented with supreme efficiency, in partnership with local forces opposed to the Taliban. Yet Bush and Rumsfeld, scorning the Clinton administration’s predilection for peacekeeping operations, refused to deploy sufficient numbers of American troops outside Kabul after the war to ensure country-wide security, even though their NATO allies and the United Nations repeatedly asked them to do so. This diminished the coherence and effectiveness of the post-Taliban administration of the country.

The second consideration was the advice the Pentagon was receiving from Iraqi exiles, which seemed to mesh with its own assessment of the likely response of the Iraqi population to the fall of Saddam Hussein. Prominent in this category was Ahmed Chalabi, the leader in exile of the Iraq National Congress, who insisted that Iraqis would rejoice at the overthrow of the regime and welcome their liberators with open arms. Chalabi had a close relationship with both Rumsfeld and Cheney and was being groomed by the Defense Department, despite loud protests from State, to lead Iraq’s transitional government after the war. The primary tasks of the US military once the conflict had come to a halt would be to ensure provisions and security until an Iraqi administration could be put in place: a matter of a few months, perhaps. This reliance on one channel only of Iraqi exile advice, together with the failure to examine the conflicting forces inside Iraq itself, with all the American expertise available, led to the decision to commit the post-conflict administration to such a small team, one that had no experience of political planning and did not attract the respect and attention of the US military hierarchy.

The reality was that the end-state for Iraq was never clarified in strategic terms from a coordinated American perspective, either for their allies or for themselves. The emphasis lay on what the United States military did best: war. No one really knew what would happen in the aftermath. The title chosen for the administrative effort under Garner, the ‘Office of Reconstruction and Humanitarian Affairs’ (ORHA), indicated its limited objectives. It never filled its modest complement of less than 300 staff. CENTCOM did not take it seriously or establish a connected infrastructure for it. In circumstances without any clear precedent or historical example, the Office of the Secretary of Defense took a gamble that the best-case scenario would emerge. That was the basis on which the team under Jay Garner was established, with the instruction to tidy up the place as quickly as possible and to hand over power to an Iraqi Interim Authority (IIA). Military leaders foresaw an early drawdown of American troops, trusting that one or more of three scenarios would come about: the Iraqis would quickly take over, the international community would contribute higher numbers, or the coalition’s civilian structure would assume control. When General Franks arrived in Baghdad on 16 April, with the conflict phase finished, he told his field commanders, according to a well-researched article by Michael Gordon in the New York Times in October 2004, that combat forces should be prepared to start pulling out within sixty days: by September the more than 140,000 US troops in Iraq could be down to little more than a division, or 30,000 troops.

The UK Government saw no particular problem with this approach. In his message to the Iraqi people on 4 April, Tony Blair laid out the strategy for the reconstruction period.


Coalition forces will make the country safe, and will work with the United Nations to help Iraq get back on its feet. We will continue to provide immediate humanitarian aid, and we will help with longer-term projects. Our troops will leave as soon as they can. They will not stay a day longer than necessary. We will make sure deliveries of vital aid such as food, medicine and drinking water get through. Our aim is to move as soon as possible to an interim authority run by Iraqis. This will pave the way for a truly representative Iraqi government, which respects human rights and the rule of law; develops public services; and spends Iraq’s wealth not on palaces but on schools and hospitals.



Blair’s goals fitted well enough with the remit given to Jay Garner.

The conundrum for planners affected the United Nations as well. The calculations of the UN Secretariat and UN agencies that a vast humanitarian crisis would be created on the heels of a US-led invasion turned out to be wide of the mark. If such a scenario had actually transpired, the international system would never have been able to cope with it: and the gaps and deficiencies would have been laid at the door of the Coalition. As for Iraqi reactions, we all hoped for the best. But I remember my Egyptian colleague, Ahmed Aboul Gheit, subsequently Foreign Minister of Egypt, telling me in the main corridor of the UN building as the conflict began that the violence and brutality of those Iraqis who would decide to resist a foreign occupation would shock us to the core. I thought that he was exaggerating in order to express his own deep distaste for what was happening. He proved to be spot on.

No sooner was the conflict over than the unexpected started to occur – unexpected, that is, in the offices that mattered. Released from the shackles of a brutal and efficient regime, a large number of Iraqis took to the streets in a wave of looting and destruction. As far as it was possible to tell, this explosion of spontaneous violence was not directed at the Coalition as such. The huge majority of Iraqis were overjoyed that Saddam had been removed and his machine shattered. But after their long experience of oppression, maltreatment and sanctions, Iraq had lost its sense of communal purpose and national pride. Individuals and close families had for too long been narrowly focused on their own survival. Now at last they were free, and everyone was out for what he could get. Mixed in with these confused emotions of release and desperation came a strong element of criminality, stimulated not just by the disappearance of recognised forms of law and order – so inescapable under Saddam – but also by the opening created for the tens of thousands of convicts whom Saddam had released from prison the previous year.

The Coalition forces were unprepared for this outburst of criminality. They had been trained and briefed for a different kind of hostility. Images of Iraqis carrying off spoils from the National Museum in Baghdad, while American troops stood by, filled the news bulletins. Comparisons were made with the efficiency with which the military guarded the Ministry of Oil and the oilfields, stoking speculation – in the view of the UK team, wholly inaccurate – that the US was only there for the oil. One thing that the Pentagon had taken precautions against was an attempt by Saddam Hussein to set fire to the well-heads, as he had done in 1991. They were caught by surprise on both fronts.

Perhaps commanders believed that the looting would quickly die away as the people adjusted to their new circumstances. When the situation extended into the second week, they realised that they were facing a more deep-rooted problem. There were too few soldiers in theatre to take up full-scale police duties, when the priority remained to ensure the security of the Coalition itself and of the principal areas and buildings of government. Haphazard attempts were made to stop attacks on public property and to arrest the perpetrators, but the effect was partial and the high-level instructions did not change. The American Army again insisted that it did not do police work, but there was no one else to do it for them. Jay Garner had not yet arrived in Iraq – General Franks did not regard it as safe for ORHA to deploy until 21 April – and there was no line of contact to the old Iraqi police force. The looting continued.

The effect of this setback was threefold. First, the Coalition was rocked back on its heels after the splendid achievements of the campaign. The transition to the next phase faltered, physically and psychologically. Second, the impression the liberators had made on their Iraqi constituency was significantly tarnished. Underlying the delight that the removal of Saddam inspired in the majority of the population was a feeling of resentment and humiliation that it had taken foreigners, Americans no less, to achieve what they had long wished to do for themselves; and they began to worry about the absence of law and order. Third, those who genuinely planned to do the Coalition mischief were encouraged to see signs of an ineffectiveness on which they could capitalise.

As Donald Rumsfeld famously remarked, ‘stuff happens’. As the second week turned into the third, however, and symptoms of respect for the new administrators failed to materialise, Washington itself began to conclude that enough stuff was happening to threaten the US strategic position. If this was going to be the reaction of the Iraqi population to their new-found freedom, changes would have to be made to the American approach. Jay Garner, who through no fault of his own had been allocated a role in one assumed set of circumstances only to be confronted by another, was telephoned by Rumsfeld within a week of his arrival in Baghdad to be told that he was being replaced. By the time President George W. Bush had declared ‘Mission accomplished’ on 1 May on the decks of the USS Missouri, ORHA was history and Ambassador L. Paul Bremer III had been selected to head the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA). Given even less time to prepare himself than Garner, Bremer arrived on 16 May with no proper administration in place in Baghdad. Apart from the fact that the Secretary of Defense stood at the apex of both the civilian and the military operations in Iraq, his relationship with the US military structure trying to keep order in the country was unformulated. Yet he came out with instructions to change the policy fast.

Instead of the objective of turning the country over to a selected Iraqi leadership and drawing down US forces as quickly as possible, Bremer was asked to assert Coalition control and bring Iraq to national elections for a transitional government only after order had been restored and the principles for a new, democratic Iraq established. He abandoned the plan to construct an interim Iraqi government with significant powers and cancelled arrangements for local elections, which provoked further violence on the streets in some Shia areas. He also brought with him two decisions, issued as decrees four days after his arrival, that could only have been taken at the top level before he left Washington and which were, at the time and subsequently, widely criticised. He rejected the Iraqi Army, some 400,000 strong, as a source of security manpower; and he barred anyone with a Baathist connection from holding a job in the new Iraq. Before the invasion began, Douglas Feith and the Office of the Secretary of Defense had, in concert with Jay Garner, been developing a policy in exactly the opposite direction: to retain and retrain the middle and lower ranks of the existing Iraqi security forces and put them to work for the new order. This approach had been agreed in the National Security Council, backed by the senior American commanders and explained to the President in early March. It fitted with the expectation that the Americans would be welcomed by the Iraqi population and with the desire to hand over power quickly to an Iraqi transitional government. The collapse of law and order immediately after 9 April and the realisation that the Garner model was not working led to these hastily taken decisions and the loss of strategic coherence. The decrees on the army and the Baath Party let slip an opportunity for asserting control which the Coalition was never able to recover.

In New York the controversy over the decision to attack Iraq continued to dominate the politics of the Security Council and the mood of the wider membership. Beyond the immediate resentment, many governments worried that the principle of primacy for the sovereignty of individual states had been infringed. The tension between sovereign rights and the upholding of international standards has always been, and continues to be, one of the deeper fault lines in the UN system. An early article of the UN Charter – Article 2, paragraph 7 – stipulates that the United Nations must not intervene in matters that are essentially within the domestic jurisdiction of any state. Security Council resolutions regularly reaffirm respect for the sovereignty and territorial integrity of a particular state and this mantra, while it has its proper place in the Charter, has become a comfort blanket for weak or oppressive governments. Article 2.7 is equally clear that this principle should not stand in the way of enforcement measures taken by the Security Council if international peace and security is threatened. But the Security Council is perceived as being dominated by powerful states, each with an agenda of their own. The dilemma of the modern age in global security lies in the increasing number of cases where conflict or wide-scale abuse of human rights is taking place within the boundaries of a Member State. As globalisation magnifies the ripple effect of internal strife, so the tension between national and international prerogatives becomes more acute. We tried to ease this clash of principles during my time in New York with an attempt to fashion guidelines for outside intervention in internal catastrophes. It foundered on the refusal of many countries to re-open or even discuss what Article 2 of the Charter really meant.

The second instinct amongst those most troubled by the American decision to use force in the name of the international community was to limit the damage. The superpower was big and rich and was dangerous to those it chose as its enemies. More than that, the superpower had a point about Iraq. Invasion might have been an overreaction, but Iraq had defied the United Nations and got away with it for twelve years. If any value was to be salvaged from the wreckage of collective diplomacy over Iraq, the sooner the instruments of the UN were reconnected to the handling of the situation, the better.

These conflicting motivations produced a constant swing between eruptions of indignation and reluctant cooperation. The Russians in particular were determined that nothing should be done by the Security Council that legitimised or excused the unilateral use of force, as they saw it, by the United States with the United Kingdom in tow. Tony Blair suffered a particularly difficult moment when he visited Moscow on 29 April and was scornfully questioned in public by President Putin as to where Saddam Hussein and the weapons of mass destruction were now to be found. China shared this hostility to unilateralism, though they were more subdued in their expression of it. Both of these countries had live domestic concerns which made their defence of the sovereignty principle imperative. France and Germany continued to produce flashes of high-voltage resentment at US–UK behaviour, responding more to their concern that the whole Middle East would be destabilised and to their wish to tie down Gulliver with the threads of multilateralism. But all of them gradually came to realise that the UN had to be reinserted into the management of Iraq or multilateralism would be further set back.

The United Kingdom was once again caught between the currents. US patience was in short supply. The UN had, in the American view, failed to deal with Saddam Hussein’s defiance. It did not have the strength or the organisation to take responsibility for a transformed Iraq. Americans were going to have to do the job, alone or with whatever allies decided to help. A ‘vital’ role for the UN was one thing, a lead position quite another. It should either become an ally or remain at arm’s length.

The UK saw in that approach a missed opportunity to broaden international support for the effort in Iraq and hankered after the dose of extra legitimacy that the UN would inject. We were where we were and the job had to be done one way or the other, but we felt more exposed to the political and cultural backlash in the Arab and Islamic worlds, and indeed in Iraq itself, if we and the US were left with the sole responsibility. I well remember a mid-April discussion at a dinner in my apartment, when the House of Commons International Development Committee was visiting the UN to assess how aid for Iraq should be organised. A selection of my ambassadorial colleagues gave their personal views on what had happened. The larger-than-life figure of the South African Permanent Representative, Dumisani Kumalo, thrust himself into the exchange: ‘I cannot possibly support the decision which the United States and the United Kingdom have taken to use force against Iraq. But thank goodness the Brits are there to provide a bridge back to the UN. We would otherwise all be out of reach of the Americans for a long time.’ He had articulated one of Tony Blair’s primary considerations.

Such perceptions did not necessarily instil confidence in Washington that the UK, and particularly its team in New York, placed the same priority as the US did on absolute control for the Coalition in Iraq. But we were unrepentant. The UK’s international profile and set of interests differ from those of the United States even while many of our values and objectives remain the same. We could not afford to distance ourselves from the international community, nor could we do without the proper functioning of the global institutions and their collective resources.

The Iraq saga illustrates more clearly than any other issue of its generation the struggle the United Kingdom has taken on to knit together the hard and soft elements of international action, dealing with the most corrosive cases of illegitimate behaviour while sustaining trust in collective legitimacy. This approach underlay Tony Blair’s decision to tackle the civil strife in Sierra Leone head on: he was widely praised at the UN for doing so and he acted at the invitation of the Sierra Leone Government – no resolution was needed to give international authority for military action. It lay behind the Prime Minister’s tough insistence on the use of force to confront President Milosevic of Serbia. It formed a large part of the British Government’s determination that the Middle East Peace Process should not be ignored while Iraq dominated the headlines. Even while the Iraq campaign was proceeding, the Quartet of international negotiators was working on the question of Palestine, finally achieving the formal transmission of the road map document to the Israelis and Palestinians on 30 April. But this was a long way from being enough. The United Kingdom remained highly uncomfortable on Iraq without warmer support from the international community.

These political and psychological differences played themselves out in New York and between capitals. Slowly, however, the practical need to pick up the pieces and get on with life reasserted itself. By the end of April the US and the UK had thrashed out between them the main elements of a draft resolution establishing a legal basis for the Coalition’s continuing activity in Iraq. In an echo of the way Resolution 1441 was conceived and born, there was for a while a debate between London and Washington over how brazen the language should be on Security Council approval for the current state of affairs, with London nervous about too aggressive an approach. But the text was ready for discussion with Security Council colleagues by 9 May. It called on UN Member States to support the needs of the Iraqi people, asked the Secretary-General to appoint a Special UN Representative for Iraq and set out a mandate for the involvement of the UN machinery. At the beginning of the two-week negotiation it also asked the Council to ‘endorse’ the establishment of the Coalition Provisional Authority in Iraq, with a broad list of administrative and security functions. But this quickly proved too much for the most sensitive members of the Council to swallow. The references to the occupying powers as an ‘Authority’ had to be modestly tucked away in the preamble of the draft; and the operative section highlighted instead the primary requirements of the Iraqi people and the role of the UN and other international institutions. Sanctions were terminated, with the exception of weapons supplies, and a Development Fund for Iraq was set up under quite strict conditions to ensure the spending of available finance on the needs of the population.

The political conditions for transferring power to the Iraqis inevitably took up a high proportion of the time and effort in this negotiation. The Americans wanted maximum freedom of action and no time limit. The Russians, French and Germans, still with the sympathy of the majority of Council members behind them, wanted the Iraqi people in the lead as soon as possible, with the UN holding the ring in the meantime. The UN Secretariat wanted to be central and independent but not to take responsibility for the administration of the country. Within this triangle of positions the emotions and resentments were rekindled.

In the end, however, we all wanted a resolution. The operative paragraph in the political area finally stated that the Council:


Supports the formation, by the people of Iraq with the help of the Authority and working with the Special Representative, of an Iraqi interim administration run by Iraqis, until an internationally recognised, representative government is established by the people of Iraq and assumes the responsibilities of the Authority.



The ambiguities, or shall we say the subtleties, of this passage are clear even to the unpractised eye. It suggested that the Iraqis would be forming an interim administration that they could happily run. But the actual responsibilities of governing rested with the ‘Authority’ until a different form of representative government was established. The precise role of the UN Representative in all this was unspecific but – and this was the unspoken challenge – it could be earned. This final text had moved a long way from the assertive clarity that the Americans wanted at the beginning and it avoided foreclosing on a tolerable degree of flexibility. The facts of life underlying the arrangement were more telling. This was an occupation, as the light reference to ‘occupying powers’ in the preamble made clear. The Authority was going to be in charge until it decided otherwise.

The reference to an occupation caused some grinding of teeth in Washington. Many thought that it was a mistake, and a year later still thought it was a mistake. I argued firmly for it. The straight fact was that it reflected the truth: there was no other basis to explain the presence of Coalition troops in Iraq and there was no other body of law to determine the proper behaviour of those troops under international norms than the Fourth Geneva Convention, which sets out the duties of an occupying power. If we had resisted, we would have had the concession wrung out of us by the rest of the Security Council as a condition of their agreeing to a resolution. My second reason was a touch more devious. I believed that it was essential to make the period of Coalition control in Iraq as brief as possible, or we would be drawn down into a swamp of complex hostility in the country and in the region and find it difficult to extract ourselves with honour. Facing up to how the rest of the world perceived us was going to form an important part of getting that judgement right. The rhetorical comparison in the Arab and Muslim worlds between the occupations of Palestine and Iraq delivered a continuous rain of propaganda blows on our subsequent work on the ground. These hurt, but the admission helped to dispel early on the myth that the United States and the United Kingdom were welcome in Iraq. This, at least, was the UK perspective.

Resolution 1483 was adopted on 22 May by fourteen votes to nil, with no abstentions. The negotiation always had the potential to rival the eight-week battle to produce Resolution 1441, but virtually all Council members wanted to restore the basis for collective action on Iraq. Washington, eager to establish some international legitimacy and pushed by some well-judged recommendations from John Negroponte in New York, made significant concessions during the course of the discussions. Our usual opponents were impressed by what they were able to squeeze out of the negotiations and decided to make a positive story of it. As Ambassador Sergey Lavrov of Russia said in the Security Council after the vote: ‘The significance [of the resolution] is primarily that it creates an international legal basis for joint efforts to be made by the entire international community to deal with the crisis and outlines clear guidelines for those efforts.’ That sentiment did not post-legitimise the conflict itself, but it undoubtedly conveyed Russia’s acceptance of the legitimacy of the post-conflict structure.

Only Syria was left in a troubled state of mind. Damascus did not want to concede a scintilla of legitimacy to the occupation. Such a precedent looked far too dangerous in the light of Israel’s hold on the West Bank and the Golan Heights and of their own vulnerability should the United States find itself in the mood to move on elsewhere. It was only too easy for the Syrians to imagine from the aggressive public statements of the Secretary of Defense that they might be next on the list. We could not get them to agree to the final concessions accepted by the others. The Syrian Permanent Representative was recalled to his capital for consultations, a sign of both displeasure and panic, leaving his Deputy to plead repeatedly with the sponsors of the resolution for extra time. We gave him a full day but then asked for the text to be put to the vote, apprehensive that any further delay would lose us the other Council members. Syria was absent from the chamber, hence the 14-0 score. Six hours later instructions arrived from Damascus authorising a positive vote, predicated on the lifting of sanctions on their Iraqi brethren even though they disliked much of the rest of the text. That did not change the score in the record, but it allowed us to present the Council as being once again unanimous.

In many ways this uncontested result was an even greater negotiating achievement, again primarily for US diplomacy, than Resolution 1441. The decision to go to war generated immense anger and concern at the UN and in the region and the strain on relationships in New York and around the world was intense. We had thought that the refusal of most Council members to concede any kind of legitimacy might leave us no room for manoeuvre at all, but somehow everyone got enough out of the outcome for their purposes. The UK was encouraged to think that the troublesome start to the occupation, which was beginning to worry us deeply, could be remedied with a high degree of international involvement. With 1483 under our belts, all we had to do was get the administration of the country on a steadily upward curve. Surely, with most Iraqis enthusiastically supporting the opportunity for a changed life, that should not be so hard.
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Sent to the Front Line

With the framework for international action on Iraq secured and Paul Bremer up and running, diplomacy at the United Nations moved on to some of the world’s other priorities, neglected during the crisis. The Security Council had for some time been planning to send a visiting mission to West Africa. We resurrected the idea for the end of June and, now that I had passed responsibility for the Counter-Terrorism Committee on to my Spanish colleague, I agreed to lead the mission because of the UK’s strong interest in Sierra Leone and its troubled neighbourhood. That and other regular business occupied my remaining weeks in New York.

Beyond that, retirement beckoned. In the spring of 2003 I had been asked to become the next director of the Ditchley Foundation, a conference centre in the Oxfordshire countryside that specialises in private, high-level discussion of issues of interest to policy-makers in North America and the United Kingdom. It seemed to me to be the perfect combination of intellectual challenge and calm living environment. I was not due to start at Ditchley until July 2004 and so Anne and I decided that we would take a sabbatical, something a crowded career had never allowed. UN friends had offered to lend us their house in central France for the autumn and then we thought we might spend two or three months in Cape Town. It all began to look extremely inviting, not least the thought of vanishing from the media circuit and retreating into traditional civil servant obscurity.

Then, in early June, Alastair Campbell came to stay for a night. He had given tremendous support to the UK Mission over the tough period behind us and had been a constant source of advice and encouragement to me in my enforced exposure to the public eye. Something he said on the telephone before he arrived, however, made me wonder whether he had a further motive for looking in. Over a glass of wine looking out across the East River, with the lights of the Queensborough Bridge and Roosevelt Island shining reassuringly in the distance, he told me that Iraq was ‘a mess’ and asked if I would be prepared to move to the rather less civilised environment of Baghdad. I quietly cursed my idiocy in leaving such an apparent vacuum in my programme for the next twelve months. I explained the post-retirement decisions I had made, declared that I was not going to back off my agreement with Ditchley, suggested that the Foreign Office had plenty of talent to deploy – John Sawers, the Ambassador to Egypt now working with Bremer in Baghdad, was a case in point – and asked him, with apologies and regrets, to tell headquarters that I was not available. He did not press unduly and promised to convey the message.

His question nevertheless changed the equation. I had never set foot in Iraq in my life and my Arabic had receded to some antediluvian stratum in my memory. I was quite tired. But the other relevant boxes all had ticks in them: Middle East experience, three postings in the United States, familiarity with the UN and the EU, knowledge of the saga to date. There might be something I could contribute. After a few days of procrastination and family discussion, I gave David Manning a call at Number Ten and asked for his private advice. We went over the various factors quietly and sensibly and he ended by telling me to expect a telephone call from his boss.

Nothing in fact happened for several days. The line to and from London returned to its customary semi-activity. Then the Number Ten switchboard found me at the quiet beginning of a New York summer’s day and put the Prime Minister through. He told me he wanted someone to succeed John Sawers in Baghdad who was used to the ways of a crisis and with whom he was accustomed to dealing. There were serious hurdles to be overcome and he wished to put together the most experienced UK team possible. I knew I could not turn down a request of that nature and at that level, but I said I could only go to Baghdad until the end of March 2004, when I would need to start preparing for the move to Ditchley. Tony Blair accepted this at once and he never went back on it. A few days later the public announcement was made and that was that. It caused some amusement among my colleagues in New York that I was being sent out to Iraq to implement the terms of the resolution I had sponsored not many weeks earlier.

We cancelled the house in France and put aside the Cape Town brochures, and I started to read the detailed telegrams from Baghdad more carefully. Life again took on a sharp short-term/long-term contrast. The intensive process of saying farewell to New York took over. I declined to go straight out to Baghdad at the end of July, when John Sawers was leaving to take up his new position as Foreign Office Political Director, and secured August as a necessary recuperation period. With all of that, September seemed a long way off.

Not that Iraq faded away entirely from UN business. The members of the Coalition had to report from time to time on the progress being made in implementing Resolution 1483: Council members remained suspicious about the conduct of affairs, particularly the continuation of the Oil for Food programme and the management of oil revenues through the Development Fund for Iraq. Public meetings were held for the wider UN membership to hear reports from the Secretariat on its work on the ground. The Iraqi staff on the food-distribution programme continued to perform their essential role in keeping more than half the population fed and agencies like UNICEF and the World Food Programme braved the awkward and increasingly dangerous conditions in the country to try to look after the most vulnerable sectors of society.

Nor had the WMD question gone away. Members of the Security Council continued to query the absence of UNMOVIC from Iraq, but they knew that the United States was not going to allow the inspectors back in. UNMOVIC continued with its quarterly reports even though it no longer had a team on the ground, and on 5 June Hans Blix said his farewell to the Security Council. His businesslike report reflected what have increasingly come to be seen as the facts and it hit the precise line of division in the Security Council. ‘In the period during which it performed inspection and monitoring in Iraq’, Blix wrote, ‘UNMOVIC did not find evidence of the continuation or resumption of programmes of weapons of mass destruction or significant quantities of proscribed items whether from before 1991 or later, with the exception of the Al Samoud 2 missile system.’ Then he put the boot in, as he had long been wanting to do. ‘As I have noted before, this does not necessarily mean that such items could not exist. They might – there remain long lists of items unaccounted for – but it is not justified to jump to the conclusion that something exists just because it is unaccounted for.’ On Iraq’s level of cooperation he said: ‘From the end of January 2003 the Iraqi side, which until then had shown cooperation on process but not in equal measure on substance, devoted much effort to provide explanations and propose methods of inquiry into issues such as the production and destruction of anthrax, VX and long-range missiles. Despite these efforts, little progress was made in the solution of the issues during the time of UNMOVIC’s operations in Iraq.’

So there it was. As far as the official international inspectors were concerned, there was not much there. But neither had the Iraqis helped to clear up the missing pieces of the puzzle. Those who believed that war could only be justified if Iraq was caught red-handed saw that their line had not been crossed. Those who were focused on the strict sense of all the previous resolutions knew that Saddam Hussein had not met the conditions. Take your pick. Media comment, however, was already beginning to move on. On the day after this final Blix presentation, Philip Stephens wrote in the Financial Times on the WMD furore: ‘History, I suspect, will be indifferent. Much more important will be its judgement of how Mr Bush deployed American power after Baghdad had fallen. Did he have the stamina to rebuild Iraq and install representative government? Did he use its authority to bring peace in the Middle East?’ The implication that successful handling of the aftermath could put the war itself into a fairer perspective seemed to me to be apt.

Soon after the adoption of Resolution 1483, Kofi Annan managed to persuade Sergio Vieira de Mello, by now well ensconced in Geneva as the High Commissioner for Human Rights, to take on the additional role of Special Representative in Iraq. Sergio, a clear-minded and charismatic Brazilian who had been an employee of the UN since 1969, had long experience of field work with the UN High Commission for Refugees. He was, with Lakhdar Brahimi, one of the two most capable UN professionals of his generation. His recent work as Special Representative in Kosovo and then in East Timor had been a model of UN political and administrative management. He was extremely reluctant to make the move from Geneva, where he had counted on restoring his strength after all his travails in conflict-torn areas. Annan was insistent, knowing that the UN could not hope to recover its authority on Iraq unless the best people were available on the ground there. Sergio eventually conceded, on condition that the secondment was limited to a four-month period and that he could return to the High Commissioner post thereafter. I was sorry to realise that, with my arrival in Baghdad timed for mid-September, I would only coincide for two weeks with this supremely accomplished and ingenious UN diplomat.

Shortly before my departure the Security Council held a public meeting to hear the first report from their new Special Representative and speeches from members of the recently formed Iraqi Governing Council. Sergio de Mello had prepared his report very carefully. It was a long and, in the UN style, rather formal document. He paid tribute to the people of Iraq and was quick to emphasise the primacy of Iraqi interests. He praised the work of the Coalition Provisional Authority so far, but in a way that seemed to emphasise the separate and adjudicating character of the UN presence in Iraq: it was the UN Special Representative, rather than a spokesman for the Coalition, who was reporting to the Security Council and detailing the progress made so far. Towards the end of his presentation he drew attention to the worsening security situation: ‘The potential impact of this violence must not be underestimated. It threatens to undermine confidence in the transition and to shake the resolve of Iraqis committed to leading their country through this very delicate period in its history.’ He continued: ‘The United Nations presence in Iraq remains vulnerable to any who would seek to target our Organisation. Our security continues to rely significantly on the reputation of the United Nations, our ability to demonstrate, meaningfully, that we are in Iraq to assist its people, and our independence.’ We later returned to those words and saw in them Sergio’s elevated but ultimately tragic vision of the United Nations standing above the world’s troubles.

Adnan Pachachi, a former Iraqi Foreign Minister and UN Ambassador from pre-Saddam days, then spoke for the Iraqi Governing Council (IGC), a group of twenty-five Iraqis appointed on 13 July by Paul Bremer, with the help of Sergio de Mello and John Sawers, to be the senior Iraqi input into the new administration. Pachachi was a natural elder statesman and the most widely acceptable representative of his country for this meeting; he had come to New York with Ahmed Chalabi and one of the three female members of the IGC, Akila al Hashemi, a senior member of the Iraqi Foreign Service. Pachachi had close ties to the State Department – some speculated that, given a chance, he would be their choice of leader. In his speech he set out the primary goal of the new Iraqi leadership: ‘To shorten the duration of the interim administration period and put together an elected government under a constitution to be endorsed by the population in free elections.’ De Mello and Pachachi together gave the impression, since Bremer was not present, that they were the authentic voices of the new Iraq in this first link with the international community. It was an image neither we nor the Americans wanted to dispel. When his turn came to speak, John Negroponte highlighted the leading role of the Iraqi Governing Council in the coming phase and did not once mention Bremer’s name.

Afterwards I had a long talk with Sergio de Mello and tried to gain a sense of what was really happening. His manner was friendly, with just a touch of reserve to indicate his distaste for what the UK had gone and done. He described the difficulty of finding suitable representatives from all the Iraqi communities and his concern that the Baathists still presented a significant threat, but he was holding something back. He made no specific suggestion on what the UK might do to help and said little about the experience of working with Bremer. I could not help but feel his growing frustration that, for all his recognition that the Americans were in the lead, his formidable capacity for solving these kinds of problems was not being fully used. He was starting to wonder what he could really contribute in this role. I told him how much I was looking forward to cooperating with him and privately hoped that, between us, we could do something about that.

As it happened, I had arranged to travel down to Washington the next day, my third to last as Ambassador, to talk to the Iraq team in the State Department (I could not get in to the Pentagon) and to meet Paul Bremer, known to family and friends as Jerry ever since he converted to Roman Catholicism and took St Jerome as his patron saint. He and I had had no contact for almost twenty-seven years, but we had worked quite closely together in the mid-1970s, when I was in the Washington Embassy during Henry Kissinger’s tenure at the State Department and he was one of Kissinger’s executive assistants. I had badly needed his help, which he had willingly offered, to interpret the deeper intricacies of Kissinger’s policies. I had liked him a lot, and had wondered whether we would ever work together again. Since then our paths had deviated. He had served as Deputy Ambassador in Oslo, as Executive Assistant to Secretary of State Alexander Haig and as US Ambassador to the Netherlands. After a Reagan administration appointment as Ambassador-at-Large for Counter-Terrorism, he retired from the Foreign Service in 1989 and became Managing Director of Kissinger and Associates, the consulting firm founded by his former boss. In the period leading up to his Baghdad assignment, he was Chairman and CEO of Marsh Crisis Consulting, a risk and insurance services company in New York. With a concurrent Congressional appointment from 1999 as Chairman of the National Commission on Terrorism, Bremer had an impressive and varied record. But he had little direct experience of the Middle East.

We met in his temporary Washington office and he greeted me without a smile. He looked amazingly fit and young for his sixty-one years, full of bustle and serious energy. After a few reminiscences about the 1970s – I seemed to remember our relationship rather better than he did – he briefed me on the progress thus far in the Iraqi political process. He had firm ideas about his two principal objectives: the creation of a political transition that would bring Iraq by stages to complete independence over the next eighteen months; and the economic and social reconstruction of the country. Both would require a secure framework, and here his optimism had been boosted by the recent elimination of Saddam Hussein’s two sons, Uday and Qusay. The route the Coalition Authority would have to take to get to a free and stable Iraq was clearly shaped in his mind. It would shortly be announced as the Seven Steps plan, which he summarised for me: (i) establishing an interim Iraqi government; (ii) deciding the mechanics for drawing up a new constitution; (iii) setting up new ministries and central institutions; (iv) getting the constitution written; (v) ratifying it; (vi) holding elections for a new government, and (vii) transferring power to it.

Conscious of the turmoil on the ground and of the growing concern in London that the handover process risked becoming dangerously protracted, I opened up the thought of fallback plans. Were there not bound to be unpredictable developments as Iraqi political emotions and rivalries welled up out of the huge new fissures in their landscape? To what extent were we going to have to flow with the currents? The Iraqis were agitating for a faster transition and we could not be sure that the plan he had outlined would be acceptable.

I received a sharp reply. The most important thing the Coalition could provide, Bremer said, was a well-marked-out road to elections. There would be no deviation from that, or we would all be in chaos. It would be the job of the British team to support that process and make it work. I did not argue, nor did I take up with my interlocutors elsewhere in Washington the possible need to adapt to circumstances as events unrolled. We covered a few more areas, including his inclination not to ask me to become his formal deputy – with which I agreed – and I left, disappointed that it had not been a warmer start to our new partnership. I sensed trouble.

It was only later that London sent me as part of my briefing the paper setting out the CPA’s ‘Vision for Iraq’. The introduction stated: ‘The plan describes the six core elements that will need to be woven together to rebuild Iraq. From these core elements flow a series of key tasks, milestones and targets. Nonetheless, we should consider this plan as a living document, suitable to a dynamic reality that will require innovation, flexibility, and revision.’ Quite. I deduced that the message Jerry Bremer was passing to me was more directly related to his view of my role in the system than to the realities on the ground.

I returned to New York to complete the last stages of packing up. One of the hardest parts of leaving was saying goodbye to our cottage in Woodstock. Anne and I had never once spent a continuous week there, but for weekend after weekend, often over only a single night, we had repaired to the quiet clearing down Bellows Lane to breathe in the clean air of the Catskills, play a round of golf, shut the door on a turbulent world, light the fire, listen to music and be ourselves. We decided to spend a good part of August there. I hauled out my old Arabic books and sorted out the dusty vocabulary cards from my Lebanese education of thirty years before. We tuned in to the news of events in Iraq and I asked for briefing papers from the Iraq Unit in London. If ever there was calm before the storm, this was it.

On the morning of 19 August, our peace was shattered. CNN began reporting the news of a huge explosion at the Canal Hotel in Baghdad, the headquarters of the UN in Iraq. We sat glued to the television screen while the increasingly awful news filtered through. The pictures showed a whole corner of the hotel blown away, a gaping hole where the Special Representative’s office had been. The reports suggested that Sergio de Mello remained alive: rescue workers had been talking to him in the rubble. Other members of his team, several of whom we knew, were missing. The telephone started to ring as the family of Nadia Younes, Sergio’s Chief of Staff, who were old friends of ours, sought desperately for news of her and asked whether we could help. I checked with everyone I could think of, but Nadia could not be accounted for. Fiona Watson, with whom I had been sitting not long ago in the office of Rafiuddin Ahmed at the UN, had been killed. It was soon confirmed that Sergio had bled to death in the ruins. Nadia’s body was found the next day. Twenty-three people in all lost their lives.

The suicide bomb attack of 19 August 2003 was the UN’s 9/11. The organisation had suffered losses all too regularly over the years in peacekeeping operations, criminal attacks and brave action too close to wars. But the Canal Hotel disaster removed at a stroke the UN’s sense of invulnerability, the assumption that the world understood the UN’s unselfish mission and would allow it to operate above the fray. When former President Ahtisaari of Finland later conducted an inquiry into the attack, he concluded that the inadequate defences around the hotel, and the refusal of the UN team to accept an offer of Coalition protection, stemmed largely from this assumption. The lesson of 9/11 itself, when the UN building had been evacuated after a report that it was a target, had failed to get through. Nor had Sergio’s own warnings, clear enough in his words to the Security Council twenty-eight days earlier, translated into a real understanding of the risks. The world had changed again and what was beginning to take shape on the soil of Iraq was a bitter symbol of that change.

The bombers had chosen their point of attack for maximum effect. Their truck had smashed through a flimsy and unguarded gate at the back of the hotel and detonated a 500-pound aerial bomb, packed with explosives, against the inner wall. Their objective was plainly to make it far more difficult for the US-led Coalition to gather broad support for the reconstruction operation. The blow did more than wipe out some of the best individual talents in the UN’s service: it deeply demoralised the United Nations as an organisation and doubled the distaste within it for the war. Kofi Annan had lost his best lieutenant, someone who might have been a candidate for his own job one day, a man widely revered for his courage, judgement, commitment and charm. With Nadia’s death, one of the most compelling characters in Annan’s senior team had vanished. She was sharp, shrewd and funny, with a cigarette and a glass of something never far from her hand and a throaty chuckle that we can all still hear in our memories. For Kofi Annan himself, it was the darkest single moment of his extensive UN career. It would be a long time before the UN’s full capabilities could again be deployed in the service of the new Iraq.

Ten days later, suicide bombers struck again, exploding a powerful device in the square outside the mosque in Najaf, killing not only the intended target, Ayatollah Mohammed Baqir al Hakim, but close to a hundred of his fellow worshippers. That attack removed the senior Shia cleric most likely to lead Iraqis to a stable independence, with his advocacy of cross-community cohesion and non-violence. Saddam Hussein had been trying to eliminate him for years, in Iraq and in exile in Iran; it took the liberation of the country from his grasp to create the lethal opportunity.

Those ten days in August radically changed the nature of what I was being asked to do. I had been looking forward to working with Sergio de Mello even for the short period we were to have been together on the ground. His depth of experience and acute political judgement would have helped immeasurably to fill the gaps in the American approach to handling Iraq. The triangular relationship between the US, the UK and the UN, and the interplay of all three of us with the Iraqis, would have given me something to work with. It was now extremely doubtful that the UN would be able to maintain a presence at all. I was facing a much lonelier task.

I had set aside the first two weeks of September to call round Government offices in Whitehall and discuss in detail what I was expected to do in Baghdad. Everyone was returning from the holiday break, hoping that the period they had needed to restore their own depleted energies might also have brought improvements on the ground in Iraq. Instead the headlines gave them an indication of the trend. There was little to set on the progress side of the ledger.

The Prime Minister called a meeting on 2 September to hear the plans for the next stage. John Sawers and I soon realised that he was less than impressed by the achievements made so far and he was not in a mood to sit through a long briefing. ‘We have got to get this sorted in a different way’ was his introduction to the discussion. He homed in on the security situation, unconvinced that the need for more Coalition troops was demonstrated and much more intent on the swift Iraqi-isation of the security sector, especially the police. He said we could not afford to wait twelve months for 70,000 new policemen. If necessary, the intensive programme to remove Baathists and other servants of the Saddam regime would have to be reversed. The situation required a war-level sense of urgency. ‘If we fail,’ I recall him saying at one point, ‘we set back prospects everywhere. If we succeed, we change the whole environment in the Middle East.’ We were asked for a plan within forty-eight hours.

In this and other discussions around Whitehall we also focused on the political framework. John Sawers, now in his new job as the Foreign Office’s Political Director, had been intimately involved in the selection of the Iraqi Governing Council and understood as well as anyone in the British system how difficult it would be to generate the unifying national leadership that Iraq now needed. Tony Blair and Jack Straw insisted that the IGC must be the visible government. This conformed entirely with the consensus of the July debate at the UN and with the public pronouncements of the US administration in international gatherings, but it did not appear to square with the CPA’s approach in Iraq itself. The Prime Minister set the target of a handover of power to Iraqis by the summer of 2004. I had earlier expressed to him my private objective of achieving this by the time of my expected departure in March, but in reality Sawers and I could see that, with Bremer planning an eighteen-month transition, the summer was ambitious enough.

The other issue that aroused Tony Blair’s impatience was the Coalition’s media efforts. He could not understand why the world’s most sophisticated media nation could not put together an operation that both kept the Iraqi people informed of the policies and actions of their ruling Authority and presented an image internationally of a competent administration. If that meant the immediate injection of resources to establish three or four new satellite channels, then the cost would be worth it. A thousand other things needed attention and urgent solution: electricity generation, oil production, infrastructure security, employment, disbursement of funds, Iraqi public-sector training, human rights protection, judicial arrangements and so on. The specific British role in the south had to be staffed and organised and the International Development funding allocated to it had to be disbursed and accounted for. I have mentioned the principal areas of emphasis at the top level because they were correctly identified as the essential items. The power to achieve these goals did not, however, rest with the British Government machine.

During these days of rapid preparation, I needed one fundamental question to be settled: what would my status be in Iraq? The United Kingdom had willingly slipped into a position of co-equal responsibility with the Americans under Resolution 1483 for the proper administration of the country during the occupation period. In practice the United States was way out in the lead both as decision-maker and as provider of staff and resources. For a short while London had toyed with the idea of becoming the ‘occupying power’ in the south of Iraq, bringing the Australians with them, as the next most committed and effective contingent, and leaving the Americans to take the sole responsibility for the remaining and larger portion of the country. Washington was unhappy with that idea and it was dropped. Orders from the Coalition Provisional Authority therefore issued in the name of the US and UK jointly (the term used was ‘the Coalition’); the thirty or more other nations involved offered their services unburdened by any share of the international accountability.

I talked the issue through with John Sawers. Full of restless energy and highly tuned politically, he had served in Washington with me in the mid-1990s and later as the Prime Minister’s Foreign Policy Adviser. He was familiar with American ways and vigorously supportive of a close relationship. As Political Director, he would be my principal London manager. He had clearly got on well with Jerry Bremer and believed I should continue as his partner rather than his deputy. Others in the Foreign Office thought I should have a clearer operational role. Partnership was what Bremer himself preferred since it would not affect the US chain of command. I was content with this, as it meant I could offer an alternative UK perspective when it was needed. I would, however, be at one remove from the line of responsibility and I wanted London to understand that. In legal and political terms, this meant that the UK’s involvement in the administration of Iraq was delegated on the ground to Bremer and not to me. I pointed all this out before I left and ministers accepted it as the correct description of the position. The problem was that the UK had had no hand in the appointment of Bremer and the US documents setting out his official appointment made no mention of his responsibility to the British as well as to the American Government. Beyond that, the international framework for what we were attempting to do remained deeply unsatisfactory, in that no precedent existed for an ad hoc group of nations taking over a country and guiding it through to a new stage of freedom and development. It was certainly not what the Fourth Geneva Convention was designed for. The Government team at home was deeply concerned about the task we were taking on and was relying on me to make a difference on the ground. Yet they were almost fatalistically tied to following the US lead. It was unsettling.

During my last few days in London the leaden feeling of being carried off from wife, family, friends and a secure and comfortable life began to intrude on me physically. The irony of returning to the Middle East to help rule a whole country, when I had thought that my task in Dubai thirty years before as the last Assistant Judge of the Trucial States Court was an amusing vestige of a passing era, did not seem quite so funny now. At the same time there was a job to be done and I wanted to get on with it. In this split frame of mind I said a difficult goodbye to Anne and our two daughters at Heathrow and walked off to board the British Airways flight to Kuwait.
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Early Weeks in Baghdad

The 11 September British Airways flight into Kuwait dropped me into a typical Middle East visa vacuum, with Kuwaiti immigration refusing to recognise my carefully assembled papers from London and leaving me sitting in a steamy office for an hour. It was a bracing reminder of the petty Arab bureaucracy I thought I had left behind for good with my last posting in Saudi Arabia in the mid-1980s. I suppressed my irritation and donned an air of infinite patience. The British Embassy in Kuwait eventually sorted out the problem, but then I learnt that a broken-down C130 meant the military flight into Baghdad had been delayed. Time took on an oriental shape and I settled down in a corner of the Embassy with a book. Before an hour had passed, an RAF flight suddenly materialised and I had to hurtle over to the military airport to catch it.

And so I entered Iraq for the first time. I was invited to sit in the cockpit of the Hercules, eager for a glimpse of the landscape, but the wind had been blowing and the dust and haze obscured everything. The RAF crew were well versed in the avoiding tactics required for a landing in Baghdad, but as we corkscrewed down towards the airport ominous warning pings – an indication of a possible missile attack – started to sound in the cockpit. There was a moment of tension, but we landed safely.

I was met by my Royal Military Police close-protection team and by David Richmond, Acting UK Representative since the end of July, who was staying on as my deputy. I had come to rely on his shrewd observation and effective management of business when he was my Security Council section head in New York; I would need both qualities again now. A mixture of fellow travellers poured out of the plane behind me. It was only when David moved across to introduce me that I discovered the new Iraqi Foreign Minister, Hoshyar Zebari, had been one of the passengers squished into the functional seats in the belly of the aircraft. Zebari did not seem to have taken offence, but it was an early signal of how the military viewed the relative pecking order.

The track away from the south side of the airport bumped and snaked across the sand until it reached the beginnings of a decent highway, which ran for about eight miles. As we approached the outskirts of the city, we passed gardens and palm groves growing right up to the side of the road with occasional glimpses across open ground hinting at the shape of the city. Palm trees mingled with tall mosques and dusty slums. This was a capital of potential dignity. Only government buildings appeared to have suffered damage from the war and there was no sign of any repair effort. Entry into the headquarters of the Coalition Provisional Authority, known as the Green Zone, started with a heavy security check from behind large concrete barricades, with the giant crossed swords of Saddam Hussein’s parade ground visible on the left. We drove along inside the ugly new concrete walls – ‘Bremer walls’ the Iraqis came to call them – which insulated the heart of Iraq’s new administration from danger and from the people they had come to govern, and soon arrived at the Republican Palace, a vast, sprawling complex which Saddam Hussein had used as his seat of power until ambition drove him to construct grander palaces elsewhere. Built of sand-coloured stone, with a pale blue dome over the central block and great curling wings on either side, it looked imposing and crummy at the same time. Four massively sculpted heads crowned the parapet of each section – supposedly representing the conqueror Saladin, but with a striking resemblance to Saddam. A few palm trees gave the gardens character and shade, but the grass was thin and the blue-tiled fountain dry and grimy. Inside, marble-lined corridors struggled to achieve grandeur; cracks had appeared everywhere and the wood trimming looked tawdry.

The Coalition’s intrusion had not helped. Concrete blocks, barbed wire and sandbags filled the entrances. Makeshift huts, trailers, tents and military kit were spread about the grounds. It could have been a scene from M*A*S*H but for the incongruous features of the palace, heavy reminders of the man we had come to replace. The interior was strewn with temporary wiring and building materials, and the more impressive rooms were gradually succumbing to plywood partitioning as the numbers of administrative staff grew. I was led straight through internal security controls into the poorly lit central section, where Paul Bremer had set up his office in the room in which Saddam had once worked. The large rectangular reception room beside it held the American outer-office staff, who spilled over into the windowless corridors to leave space for the British team. At the other end of the rectangle from Bremer’s inner sanctum, David Richmond and I shared an office that had once belonged to Saddam’s Chef de Cabinet. There was dust everywhere.

I was not expecting to find the American and British civilian staffs so completely integrated at the heart of the building, with not even a screen to separate their desks or the papers on them. This was encouraging: it spelt access and easy lines of communication. My two Private Secretaries, Simon Shercliff and Raad Alkadiri, who had flown out twenty-four hours ahead of me, were trying to sort out their desk space from the scattered furniture and the boxes on the floor. They were both positive spirits, but just at that moment they were finding it hard to smile. Simon represented the classic Foreign Office First Secretary, just into his thirties, one posting in Tehran behind him, sharp, resilient and ready for anything. His job was to hold my whole office together and we came to depend on him more than we cared to admit. Raad had come from the private sector. He was a British citizen with an Iraqi father who had spent his early years in Baghdad and then completed his education in the UK. In his late thirties, full of passionate exuberance, I had met him through friends at the UN and had recruited him to be my Iraq adviser and unofficial interpreter. He was to become an indispensable source of informed advice. Helen Brodie, our magical administrator and office mum, was sitting at the huddle of desks opposite, regaling them with descriptions of what it had been like at the outset, with no air-conditioning in the 120-degree heat and only packing cases for furniture.

The dirt, discomfort and inventive arrangements were bound to be part of the experience, but at the same time I could not help wondering whether the Coalition was sending the right signal by taking over the hated dictator’s official residence in this zone of seeming privilege. Having bombed most of the other large government buildings, the Americans must have felt they had little choice, but it was not difficult to imagine how the Iraqi people viewed being ruled from such a place. Apart from anything else, and for all its external grandeur, the palace did not appear to have enough room for the civilian controllers of a country of Iraq’s size. It would take time to learn how everything fitted together, but first impressions left me uneasy.

Members of the wider UK team joined me in my office for a discussion on the state of play. A few of them had been there from the early days of General Garner’s operation, but the turnover had been rapid and everyone seemed to be on a learning curve. The UK had sixty or so non-military staff, with an average age way below mine – this was a boost for enthusiasm and resilience, but the team was short of administrative and Middle East experience. I described my talks in London, set out some thoughts on our role over the next few weeks and moved on to the issue of security. Pessimism prevailed. I had taken the Foreign Office’s earlier description of the CPA as ‘dysfunctional’ to be a junior partner exaggeration, but the British experts out there were seriously concerned. They saw too many gaps in the Coalition’s coverage and felt the CPA were failing to grasp the wider picture. The infrastructure was fragile and there was no new national leadership in sight. Yet the Americans seemed to harbour no doubts that a new Iraq was achievable.

Before the light had entirely faded, I walked across the office to say hello to Jerry Bremer. I received another businesslike greeting. He was sitting behind his large, uncluttered desk, wearing a tailored suit and his trademark desert boots. I immediately noticed the sign at the front of his desk: ‘Success has a thousand fathers.’ Jerry came round and sat in his chair in the centre of the room, putting his feet up on the low table in front of him, his vigorous body language contrasting with my brief memory of Garner’s. He dispensed with personal enquiries and gave me a quick sketch of the current picture. He said he was beginning to doubt the capacity of the Iraqi Governing Council to take on genuine responsibility for the administration of the country, even though a new cabinet of ministers had just been appointed to report to it. The IGC was too cumbersome and inexperienced to be productive. I held myself back from insensitive questioning: all these senior Iraqis on the IGC had, after all, been hand-picked by de Mello, Sawers and Bremer himself and should have been as well qualified as any. I wanted to ask whether he thought they might need more power to show their potential, but chose to be diplomatic.

I asked him instead what he wanted from the British in the system, as he had never described a clear role for me. He ducked the question, as though there was no substantive answer he could usefully offer. Perhaps he felt it would have been too impolite to give his real view, which my team and I concluded later was that my appointment threatened his own freedom of action and his preeminent status in Iraq.

I went to survey my living quarters and to unpack. I was luckier than most. My room in a trailer cabin would normally have been allocated to two people. I spent a raw hour unloading my bags into the plywood cupboard and onto the spare bed, disobeying the instructions on the wall and stringing up a washing line to take extra hangers for my suits and shirts. Then I swept up some of the dust and made the narrow bed, mentally thanking my daughter-in-law, Jo, for her canny advice to pack a good feather pillow. I pulled out a book to read but the long journey caught up with me and I soon fell asleep.

So began a routine that intertwined the desperately important with the trivial and the surreal. We quickly learnt that what mattered was the American system. They were the leaders, the providers, the breakers of moulds and the builders of hope. The CPA was their instrument and their culture. The other nations represented within it were accepted and appreciated, but only to the extent that they fitted into the American approach. Tony Blair’s stance alongside the US brought us real privileges on the ground and we were considered as first ally and theoretical co-equal, but all was relative to US control in practice. ‘Brits get tolerance-plus,’ ran the CPA aphorism, ‘the rest tolerance-just.’ Everyone had to earn American respect the hard way – and unquestioning loyalty was expected to be the first ingredient.

I quickly learnt in Baghdad that the British might have developed a system and an administrative ethos to handle the projection of power, but we no longer possessed the power to put it to use. The Americans had the physical and the psychological voltage, but lacked the structure and the experience to deliver it accurately in a new environment like Iraq. In each other’s eyes we were only half-qualified, but the Brits had to show they knew it or they would be cut out. This affected the approach of the senior players in London as well. David Manning and, when David moved on to become Ambassador in Washington in the autumn of 2003, Nigel Sheinwald at Number Ten conveyed consistently relevant advice to the White House and the National Security Council in Washington. Yet they and their teams had to calculate how much they could load onto any one conversation, in case the door slammed shut. I believe that the same consideration influenced the way the Prime Minster handled his input to the President.

By coincidence, Secretary of State Colin Powell visited Baghdad on my second day and Jerry Bremer invited me into his office for a private word. Powell gave me a hug and a warm expression of thanks for being there, but he did not give the impression of owning the scene, or wanting to. Although Bremer had served half his career with the US Foreign Service, his appointment in Iraq had been at the suggestion of Henry Kissinger, most recently his boss in the private sector after retiring in 1989, and fell within the responsibility of the Defense Department. He reported to Donald Rumsfeld, not to Powell.

We started to discuss how to implement the Seven Steps. The first three stages – establishing an interim Iraqi government; deciding the mechanics for drawing up a new constitution and appointing ministers – Bremer considered achieved. His problem now was how to ensure that the constitution came before elections when some leading Iraqis were insisting on the opposite. Bremer made clear his belief that his chronology was the only way democracy could safely be introduced to a new area. Powell listened and asked the occasional question, but I did not sense he was really speaking his mind. I decided to talk again about fallback plans, as I had done at my earlier meeting with Bremer in July. Since there was no calendar attached to the Seven Steps, I questioned whether there would be time to implement them in the right order. Should we not be considering a quicker transfer of power and a possible Plan B on the timing of national elections, perhaps holding them before the drafting of a constitution? This got short shrift from Jerry: ‘I’ve told you before, Jeremy, and I am telling you again, the way forward is set, it is agreed by the President and we are not going to change it.’ Colin Powell listened to this reprimand in mildly embarrassed silence and the conversation soon broke up. I did not see the Secretary again in Iraq until my last week in the job.

The next day I began to set up appointments with the Iraqi Governing Council, giving priority to the nine members who had been established as the monthly rotating Presidents. The IGC had been designed as an embryonic Iraqi Government, partners of but for the moment subservient to the Coalition Provisional Authority. From the start – and contrasting with Afghanistan, where the United Nations held the central role – the IGC suffered from a deficit in legitimacy for having been selected by the occupying power. The members numbered twenty-five in all, divided on sectarian grounds at the insistence of the Shia: thirteen Shia, five Kurds (the two main party leaders and three independents), five Sunni Arabs (one established Islamic party leader and four independents), a Turcoman and an Assyrian Christian. The Shia were by no means a monolithic block: they divided into groups holding strong religious or secular leanings, six and five respectively, with two – including Ahmed Chalabi – ready to see which way the wind blew. Only the six religious Shia and the two senior Kurds had party affiliations with significant support on the ground. The former had close ties to and great respect for the religious hierarchy in Najaf, at whose apex stood the powerful but, by his own assertion, non-political figure of Grand Ayatollah Ali al Sistani. The five Sunni Arabs had been the most representative individuals Bremer, Sawers and de Mello could find, but most of them had lived abroad as exiles and did not speak for more than a small proportion of the disorganised and demoralised Sunni community.

Those selected to share the IGC Presidency had been chosen for their political weight, actual or potential. There was no magic about the number nine, except that it allowed the CPA to get the sectarian proportions right: five Shia, two Sunnis and two Kurds. There would otherwise have been a Shia blowback. Two of the Shia were senior clerics with little experience of the international arena: Mohammed Bahr al Uloom, the father of the Council in age and the recipient of the most formal respect, who was independent and influential but without a natural political constituency; and the suspicious and reserved Abdul Aziz al Hakim, the leading voice in the Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI), a group close to Iran from its exile years. Ibrahim al Jaafari, leader of the mainly Shia Dawa Party, a rival but also a potential ally of SCIRI, was the politician with the greatest media appeal to the Iraqi population. Ahmed Chalabi and Iyad Allawi were secular Shias, the most active of the exiles during the Saddam era and the two IGC members with the deepest understanding of modern international politics. They were related to each other and had collaborated in opposition until they fell out in the 1980s. Ahmed Chalabi’s immediate family had been landowners and community leaders before Saddam and he had developed strong business interests in Jordan and elsewhere, sailing close enough to the wind to have incurred a Jordanian indictment against him, which remained active. I shall come back to Allawi, but his most notable difference from Chalabi was his refusal to be drawn into alliances just to further his own ambitions. His concept for a cross-sectarian party, the Iraqi National Accord, was well judged in principle but slow to attract a following.

The four others sharing the IGC Presidency were the two Kurdish leaders Masoud Barzani (Kurdish Democratic Party) and Jalal Talabani (Patriotic Union of Kurdistan), political rivals until they put down their weapons in 1996 and became brothers in the resistance to Saddam, and two Sunnis: Adnan Pachachi, elder statesman and Foreign Minister from the mid-sixties, and Mohsen Abdul Hamid, the founder and leader of the devout Iraqi Islamic Party, the only organised political grouping among the Sunni Arabs but too narrowly based to carry weight across the country. None of the three women on the IGC were included in the Presidential nine.

My first interlocutor turned out to be Ibrahim al Jaafari, a complex, thoughtful man with a strong religious commitment and an almost perverse determination. He was at heart an Iraqi nationalist, which was what gave him his appeal, but his policy programme was hard even for Iraqis to understand, since he both recognised and resented the importance of what the Americans had done. He was virulently anti-Saddam and criticised the Coalition’s slowness in finding the fugitive dictator and bringing him to justice. Like all the religious Shia politicians, he was adamant that there would have to be elections before a new constitution, partly because the Shia majority could not accept US control over the drafting process, but also because only with the Shia properly installed as a majority government could they be sure of controlling the future character of Iraq. I argued hard for work on constitutional principles first: elections could not possibly be held until the country was much more stable and progress needed to be made soon on a basis for transferring interim power to Iraqis. But I quickly realised I was not making an impression. Jaafari and those who thought like him were more concerned with control than order of events and deeply aware of the legitimacy deficit in being so closely associated with the Coalition.

My next call was on Iyad Allawi. He had begun his political career as a Baathist, but rebelled against Saddam’s growing power in the early 1970s and took himself and his family into exile. I had met him in London and liked his bluff, frank manner, his air of authority and his recognition of the problems ahead. Here was a man, I felt, with pragmatic understanding of the compromises required. Sitting with him in his party offices was his brother-in-law Nouri Badran, the Minister of the Interior, normally one of the most powerful operators in any Arab government, but in this set-up all the ministers were protégés or placemen of IGC members. He said hardly a word throughout. Allawi talked first about the security situation, criticising the American decision to disband the army and worrying that funds were not being disbursed nearly fast enough to re-form the Iraqi police. He pointed to the strategic confusion sown by having both an American and an Iraqi government structure, not to mention the autonomous Kurds in northern Iraq, and argued for greater responsibility to be given to the Governing Council if Iraqis were going to learn how to run their own country. Allawi said he hoped the British would help resolve some of these problems and play a leavening role with the US, whose insensitive style of command was already grating with him. I told him that this was dangerous territory for me: my first responsibility was to support what the Americans were trying to do. Silently, I recalled that the Iraqi press were speculating that certain IGC members were already beginning to flex their muscles against Coalition control and I realised that Iyad Allawi must be one of them.

I spent much of the rest of this first week calling on the heads of the CPA sections and left off further meetings with IGC members until I had seen the Council working as a group. It was a struggle trying to discover how the whole administration fitted together. The Americans provided 90 per cent of the staff and kept close hold on the more sensitive areas of business, particularly oil and finance. From seven thirty onwards Bremer was holding meetings in his office from which the UK team was excluded. Discussions of the security situation, the latest intelligence reports, the availability of money, the movements of visitors, were all-American. My team was finding it very hard to make inroads. The juxtaposition of our two central offices was, I began to recognise, more apparent than real. Nevertheless, I talked to as many people as I could and tried to take stock.

I had two other important visitors in those first days: General Sir Mike Jackson, Chief of the General Staff, who was trying to link the work of British troops in the south with overall US strategy; and General John Abizaid, Commander of the whole US Central Command operation in Afghanistan and Iraq, who understood the intricacies of the Middle East better than any American in the current hierarchy. Both men were sensitive to the risk of strategic failure in Iraq if the security situation was not quickly controlled and a strong political momentum established. True to form, the American was more focused on what was going right and the Briton on what was going wrong, but they were not so far apart in their assessments. Both thought we were facing severe threats, and both believed that we could overcome them if we played our cards right.

The overwhelming problem for the Coalition was the lack of legitimacy inherent in the occupation. Internationally it deprived us of partners to share the burden and diminished respect for the new Iraq. Internally, however, we faced a bigger problem. There was confusion and equivocation in the minds of the Iraqi population. They rejected the idea of American control in principle, but in practice they appreciated that the US-led Coalition had rid them of Saddam Hussein and was now all that stood between them and chaos. Unconsulted on their views, they saw the establishment of a Governing Council of so many exiles and unknowns as American manoeuvring for its own ends. On most days in most places, neither the IGC nor the Coalition had much effect on people’s daily struggle to survive. They wanted control over their own lives as quickly as possible.

It was essential for the Coalition to implant two things in Iraqi minds early on: belief that their situation was going to get better; and confidence that US policy was aimed at empowering them to run their own affairs. In mid-September we could not identify visible progress on either front. The UK contingent did not for a second believe that Washington wanted the CPA to remain there in the long term: everyone was for getting the business done and moving on. But five months into the post-war phase, where was the real momentum? Were we fussing excessively? Would American power pull off one of those astounding breakthroughs that we had witnessed before – not just in two world wars, but more recently in the Bosnia negotiations, in removing Milosevic from Belgrade, in Afghanistan, in the invasion of Iraq itself? Iraqis wanted jobs and respect, electricity and normal family life, books in their schools and peace to drink coffee in the street cafes with their friends. They did not need a crash programme for privatising the economy and establishing a stock market, which was the assignment in the CPA of Tom Foley, a friend of George W. Bush and an ideological proponent of free enterprise. They did not want the country flooded with American contractors, which seemed to be the Pentagon’s approach, when they believed that Iraqi firms could handle all but the high-technology aspects of reconstruction.

Central to all our problems was the security situation. The conflict had created losers but had not eliminated them; and it had brought freedom. Both developments are bad for law and order in the early stages of a massive transition, because the defeated and the criminal have a higher motivation to exploit opportunity than the ordinary law-abiding citizen. After Saddam’s regime fell, no security structure existed to assert state control. The Iraqi Army fell apart and, even after the false start with Garner, the Americans appeared more concerned to eradicate all vestiges of the regime than to fill the security vacuum. The police force existed in theory but could not operate without resources or a direct top-down system of detailed instructions. The other, more shadowy security organisations, which had exercised the most effective hold over the population under Saddam, had broken up into subversive cells or just faded away like the army. These two elements had amounted to some six or seven hundred thousand men in the pay of the previous regime. Not only were some of them bound to cause trouble, but something had to replace them as a capable structure. It was unnerving to see many other activities of the CPA being energetically organised without this central requirement being effectively addressed.

In addition, there were the non-Iraqi infiltrators. Abu Musab al Zarqawi, generally regarded as holding the al Qaida franchise in Iraq, was present in the country before the invasion, though probably not in league with the regime. Once the repressive atmosphere was lifted, his organisation had room to grow, with a determination and capability greater than that of the police and with a knowledge of the environment deeper than that of the Coalition. Other factors played to Zarqawi’s advantage. My staff came to caricature my head-shaking disbelief at the US military’s refusal to deal with the open Iraqi borders and Saddam’s unguarded ammunition dumps. In fairness, neither problem was straightforward. Iraq’s frontier comprised thousands of kilometres of inhospitable territory, which any well-organised unit could penetrate. Vast piles of weapons and ammunition were lying around in military areas and it would have taken several thousand soldiers or militia to protect them. Yet the first full-scale US operation in the Western Desert near the troublesome Syrian border did not take place until May 2005. The result of leaving borders and weapons stores virtually unguarded for such a long period after the Coalition took charge was to feed the opportunity for sustained violence by Iraqis and non-Iraqis alike. Inaction on these fronts contributed to a security vacuum and enormously raised the cost of the Coalition’s task.

It would be simplistic to object, though it was true, that the Coalition, and especially its lead nation, did not have enough soldiers on the ground. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld’s well-documented antipathy to raising the number of troops caught up in Iraq grew organically from his rejection of a nation-building role for the United States. Rumsfeld could see, especially once the insurgency had confounded his expectations and grown roots, that more US troops meant more US targets. The crux of the American miscalculation lay in their decision neither to use more US troops nor to engage parts of the Iraqi Army, and in their failure to understand that it can be a more straightforward task to win a war than to handle the aftermath. Most forces, particularly US forces, are trained for the first and not for the second. In the mid-1990s, after the Somalia debacle, the then British Army Chief, General Sir Charles Guthrie, offered his US opposite number the assistance and experience of the UK armed forces if they wanted to designate part of the American military to handle post-conflict or peacekeeping scenarios. He was not especially surprised when the offer was politely turned down. US military philosophy was predicated on the hard defence of US national territory and interests and on the projection of massive destructive force wherever in the world it might be needed. Collective ‘soft’ tasks such as peacekeeping and post-conflict reconstruction could be organised by other countries whose military profiles and capabilities were more attuned to such responsibilities.

The fact is that in Iraq, where the United States made the choice to go to war, there were not enough security forces of one sort or the other to handle the peace. The issue had come to a head in a very public way before the invasion when the retiring US Army Chief of Staff, General Eric Shinseki, who himself knew a thing or two about the Middle East environment, told the Senate Armed Services Committee in February 2003 that ‘several hundred thousand’ soldiers would be required both to win a war with Iraq and then to maintain control over the country. ‘We’re talking’, he said, ‘about post-hostilities control over a piece of geography that’s fairly significant, with the kinds of ethnic tensions that could lead to other problems.’ At the same hearing, the other Service Chiefs referred to the overstrain that their commands were already suffering, causing them to draw too heavily for comfort on the National Guard and the reserves. Shinseki’s testimony was subsequently ridiculed by other parts of the Pentagon and within the Washington hierarchy. Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz called it ‘wildly off the mark’ and said that it was difficult to understand how someone could predict that the occupation would require more troops than the invasion itself. Yet he and his colleagues were constantly trying – with only rare success – to enlarge the number of countries contributing to the Coalition.

Shinseki proved wrong about the conflict but right about the post-conflict period. The military were ready for the war and the momentum was right, in American military and political terms, for a March attack. But they were not ready for the consequences, nor did they recognise – perhaps because modern wars can be won in short, hugely powerful strikes directed from an impersonal distance – that the aftermath would require preparations of the same quality as the battle plan itself. It is interesting that Jay Garner was assigned the immediate task of arranging the administrative and humanitarian requirements of the country and then of handing back control to suitable Iraqis as soon as he could. The UK Government thought this was the right strategy. It was only when that approach hit a barrier that not just a new administrator but a new policy, on which London was not consulted, was brought in: to assert American control in a much more comprehensive fashion and only hand back power when a far higher standard of political and infrastructural development had been achieved. Frustrated at the looting and sabotage after the war, the United States decided to take a firmer grip, yet found itself in control of a foreign territory without the resources, the training or the will to perform effectively.

The second great challenge was political. It became very clear to us that the catchment area for politicians capable of national leadership was very narrow. Unlike Afghanistan, where Hamid Karzai was installed as a figurehead widely enough accepted to steer the transition, none of the IGC politicians would be allowed by the others singly to represent the Iraqi people. If they all had their own priorities and antagonisms, who was going to form the apex? Before the conflict the Office of the Secretary of Defense thought the answer would be Ahmed Chalabi. But that choice was not only hotly contested by other parts of the US administration, it flew in the face of the White House’s ambition to bring Iraq to a condition of democratic stability and make it a beacon for change in the wider region. Chalabi would have been no more capable of winning a fair election on Iraqi soil than any of the other political exiles: in fact he consistently came at the bottom of the popularity polls. We were locked into a vicious circle. Bremer found himself disappointed with the quality of the Iraqi Governing Council, while at the same time the IGC chafed at the comprehensive control emanating from the CPA and made no attempt to raise their game. I could see that the prospect of an early handover to an Iraqi government was receding while the security problem was only likely to deteriorate if Iraqis took against the occupation.

It was difficult to know how to deal with it all from a UK perspective. There was very little hope of a massive injection of reinforcements, given American constraints and wider international reluctance to be drawn in. I knew that Bremer and the military commanders had got nowhere on this issue and there was no point in hammering away at them. The Prime Minister was hoping for the rapid training of new Iraqi forces rather than higher allied numbers and I was unlikely to get support from him or his close advisers in London for an appeal to Washington. I made a nuisance of myself on this issue throughout my six months in Iraq, but essentially it was already too late when I arrived. The US decisions, uncontested at the time by the UK, not to reconstitute the Iraqi Army and to exclude from authority any Iraqi with a Baathist record, left only two alternatives: to upgrade the Coalition or wait and hope.

I tried to voice these apprehensions in a second private chat with Jerry Bremer before my first week was over. The Americans – CPA and Combined Joint Task Force 7 (CJTF7 – the US military arm in Iraq, commanded by Lieutenant-General Ricardo Sanchez) working together as separate units – were at that stage working on the details of CENTCOM’s Joint Strategic Plan for the next few months, which seemed to be taking a long time to mature. Bremer was prepared to give away very little information, which frustrated me, but I could see he was worried. He was also irritated that CJTF7 held different views from him on where military tasks ended and where civilian affairs began. General Abizaid was under pressure from the Pentagon to draw down the number of US troops in Iraq by as much as a division (30,000 troops) by spring 2004 and transfer the role of the US Army in the less disturbed provinces to the CPA or the Iraqis. The CPA was hideously understaffed for such a function and the Iraqis disorganised and unpredictable in quality and loyalty. Some of the best people in the Coalition effort, largely unrecognised back in the United States, were the Army civilian affairs officers, exposed, courageous and imaginative. The reconstruction effort could ill afford to lose them.

Bremer opened up rather more to me on his philosophy for the nurturing of a new Iraqi society. He had set out his ‘Vision for Iraq’ in a mission statement in early July, listing the perfect outcome in each sector of activity without addressing the route or the resources to get there. In this discussion he produced a simpler, interconnected set of objectives: a political transition founded on new constitutional principles, an economy led by a vibrant private sector and a renaissance of civil society activity, an area where Iraq had once shown a lead in the Arab world. He said that he hated to see arrangements develop on sectarian lines when the longer term interests of the Iraqi people would be much better served if shared horizontally rather than vertically. The Iraqis had insisted on sectarian percentages in the IGC and the ministries, not the Coalition. I said I supported this approach, but I wondered how we were going to achieve it in practice. I looked at Bremer and wondered whether he really trusted his own drive and energy to surmount these problems or whether he recognised that the pieces were not likely to fit together. He said nothing to indicate any depth of concern and, as in our first conversation, made no mention of a particular role for me to play alongside him.

We walked out of the office with our separate security teams and got into our separate cars to go to the weekly meeting of the Iraqi Governing Council, my first. In the early months of IGC activity, these gatherings took place in a single-storey building just inside the Green Zone, which seemed more like a modest gentleman’s club than the decision-making centre of a nation of twenty-five million people. A meeting-room, a waiting-room, a single office for the overwhelmed staff and a dining-room were its only assets. This formed the setting for the strange, evolving partnership between Americans and Iraqis for the first nine months of the occupation. The British were the only other nationality present. I suppose that the United Nations would also have been allowed to participate; but that hope had been buried in the rubble of the Canal Hotel bomb in August.

On 17 September the agenda proceeded haphazardly, with decisions on major subjects such as the nationality and foreign investment laws interspersed with complaints about the rough handling of IGC members by US security at the entrance to the Green Zone. It was Bremer’s meeting and he was in control. It was remarkable to see a US diplomat telling the leaders of an ostensibly independent country what they could or could not do. The loss of national dignity under the forceful swagger of the American presence, which some of the IGC members felt very keenly, was for the time being offset by their recognition that they would not have been in Baghdad or in that room but for the United States. I was introduced graciously by the President for the month, Ahmed Chalabi, and said enough in reply to indicate that I was sensitive to their temporary powerlessness, but otherwise I kept my counsel.

After the main meeting I sat in the waiting-room and talked to the most approachable of the three female members of the IGC, Akila al Hashemi, who had been a senior career member of the Iraqi Foreign Service under Saddam but had been blocked from the top jobs because she was not, and refused to become, so she told me, a member of the Baath Party. She had participated in the July meeting of the Security Council in New York and this was my second extended conversation with her. I remembered her telling me, in her engaging mixture of French and English, how she had never been aware in her youth of her sectarian origins. When asked by a fellow Arab during a spell at Grenoble University in France whether she was a Shia or a Sunni, she had had to telephone her father to find out. Commenting now on the transformation of her country, she seemed confident that the Iraqi majority would stick with the CPA transition. Yet she was surprisingly sharp on the need for a speedy transfer of power to Iraqis.

As these early days passed at the Republican Palace, the unfamiliar gradually metamorphosed into the routine: meetings, e-mails, calls on the CPA sections, brainstorming with David, Simon and Raad, more meetings, a dash to the Convention Centre or the IGC headquarters (both located in the Green Zone), chats with the UK military and intelligence wings in Baghdad, a snatched plastic meal in the featureless CPA cafeteria, report-writing and telephone calls to London. The official day started with Ambassador Bremer’s 8 a.m. meeting with the senior CPA staff. It was always a very top-down affair. British team meetings are full of political context and indiscreet comment, which ensure that everyone working on a particular project has a feel for its relative place and for the pressures on the decision-makers. The CPA meetings were much more clipped and one-way. Sitting on the Administrator’s right and therefore last to be called in the clockwise table round, I could not resist – habit rather than insubordination – occasionally adding a brief analysis of what London thought of a political development, or of the latest saga at the UN. My team was amused to watch Bremer’s expressionless face as I did so. The feedback from other participants was more positive and I decided not to be deterred. In my restricted meetings with UK staff at 9 a.m. each morning I tried to be more forthcoming.

Friday morning brought the weekend, CPA-style, with no eight o’clock meeting, no tie, and an extra two hours downtime. I swabbed out my trailer room, calculating the plus points for my soul after several years of domestic inactivity. I took a quick dip in the pool among the graceful palm trees and wrote a letter or two, after which I set off through the sand and dust, past lines of cabins and piles of building materials, to the office fifty yards away. From then on it was just another normal working day.

I soon learnt that, for all my acceptance of a hard day in sparse comfort, I could not match my American counterpart for stamina. Bremer’s day rarely ended before midnight – and often later, if Washington (at eight hours’ time difference) still had concerns. By seven thirty in the morning, when his first office meeting began, he had already been to the gym and taken an Arabic lesson. Fridays seemed to be no exception. I recalled him telling me in the 1970s of Kissinger’s shuttle diplomacy missions, when his boss would for days on end retire to bed at two in the morning and get up at six, leaving Bremer to close down the office after him and open it up before him. He was not averse now to putting his office staff through the same test. He followed this routine for months on end, barring the occasional and no doubt exhausting overseas visit. No one in Iraq during those fourteen months of the occupation could claim that they worked harder than the boss.

Saturday 20 September started like any other day. I was becoming seriously disaffected with the artificial milk, which was all there was to pour over my breakfast cereal. Bremer was away on a Washington visit and the morning meeting was short. Clay McManamy was Bremer’s deputy in those early months, an old and trusted colleague of his from his days as Counter-Terrorism Coordinator in the late 1980s, a quiet, decent man and no threat to the Administrator’s sole authority. Then the news came in that Akila al Hashemi had been shot in her car as she left her house in the suburbs. Clay and I dropped everything and raced round to the field hospital, just in time to see her being wheeled in from the ambulance, covered in blankets, tubes dripping into her, unconscious with her head back, grey. It was desperate to see that expressive, curious face so lifeless. She was said to be stable, but tests soon showed that a single bullet had penetrated several of her abdominal organs.

Ahmed Chalabi, at that moment Council President, came into the hospital and we formed a mournful cavalcade up to the medical library for a talk. We expected emotional fireworks from Chalabi over the attack on Akila, but he remained serious and rational, making a number of requests for immediate security improvements for Governing Council members. Since McManamy was hesitant, I took the lead in the reply, trying to balance the need for reassurance with a reminder of the reality that we could not protect everybody all the time. Julie Chappell, a young British diplomat seconded to the CPA political team who had grown particularly close to Akila, sat tearfully at the back of the room. Raad Alkadiri took the note efficiently, showing a remarkable ability to adapt to Foreign Office bureaucracy in extreme circumstances.

The next day Iyad Allawi chaired a meeting of the Security Committee of the IGC. Clay McManamy listed the difficulties in guaranteeing Green Zone security. I proposed the creation of a sub-committee to implement new security measures. It was accepted at once as a double opportunity, for proper follow-up action and for increased Iraqi responsibility in an important area. I also offered the loan of a British armoured car for whoever was currently President, which went down well with Allawi, who was now acting President in the absence of Chalabi on an overseas trip.

These partly practical, mostly bureaucratic responses made little difference to the real threat to IGC members and could do nothing for Akila al Hashemi. For a day or two the doctors remained hopeful. Then on Wednesday the news came in that she had taken a dramatic turn for the worse. We prepared despondently for the weekly Council meeting, at which I was due to take the main CPA role for the first time in Bremer’s absence, and decided that we would scrap the routine agenda and offer as much practical help as possible on IGC personal security. As it turned out, Akila rallied slightly and held on throughout the day. I wrapped up the meeting with an appeal for partnership between the CPA and the IGC that required some rhetoric from UN Security Council days. The underlying apprehension of the Iraqi politicians – that they had put themselves in the hands of an administration that might not be able to look after them – came through very clearly.

The next morning we woke up to the sound of an explosion in the middle distance. It turned out to be a bomb at a hotel on the other side of the river where a number of American journalists were accommodated. It had sounded close enough to be a mortar round dropping inside the Green Zone. You cannot spend your time thinking about unexpected and instantaneous oblivion and continue properly with your work, but neither can you completely ignore the dangers. That morning I set myself the objective that none of my team should be killed or injured by a preventable or avoidable attack – no one could do anything about being in the wrong place at the wrong time. We set up our own British security committee, making our own decisions where we felt that the American approach, which was a shade more fatalistic, was not meeting the circumstances. This more proactive approach was important in keeping the British contingent together in Baghdad for longer than most of them felt it was sensible to stay.

Akila died that same morning. It was a brutal waste of a talent her people desperately needed. She would not have become a great leader, but her modesty and her articulate enthusiasm for a free Iraq made her very special. Iraq needed such a role model.

Her funeral took place the next day, Friday 26 September, and the complex series of Islamic ceremonies included a short service at the IGC headquarters. The coffin was slowly carried in by Akila’s family, their faces stained with tears, and a dignified, Western-dressed lay reader chanted the funeral prayer in a melodious voice. Iyad Allawi delivered a eulogy in Arabic, his head down and his voice not carrying well. He then pulled me forward to speak for the CPA in Bremer’s absence. I offered the appropriate Arabic greeting at the beginning and read my piece slowly in English. At the end I added the Arabic condolence ‘Al-baqa fi Hayatkum’ – ‘May her memory live on with you’ – which drew a murmured response from her relatives. There were no women present.

We moved outside to hear the equivalent of the Last Post, offered from a quavering trumpet in the police band, and then followed the coffin, perilously balanced on the back of a pick-up truck with Akila’s brothers and cousins perched on the sides, moving slowly down the Governing Council drive. Informal, dignified, communal and quiet, this deeply sad farewell was disturbed only by the crunch of a badly driven car trying to do a U-turn and then by an incongruous change of musical style as the police band broke into something close to ‘Jingle Bells’ while the hearse left the compound. When it was over, we were all left hollow with the sense of a bad omen.
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Pessimism Is Unpopular

Two weeks after my arrival in Baghdad I paid my first visit to Basra, where the main British military contingent was based. Hilary Synnott, recently retired from his Ambassadorship in Islamabad and an old and trusted colleague, had just taken over the running of the CPA office for the south of Iraq. Raad travelled down with me, chuffed to be sitting up in the Hercules cockpit. The flight offered us a clear view of the southern desert, with the Tigris and Euphrates rivers coming together in the marshes and the Shatt al Arab estuary shining clear in the setting sun.

The CPA headquarters in Basra was temporarily sited in a ramshackle old building in the city suburbs, manifestly vulnerable to any would-be car-bomber. The largely British CPA team in the city had settled down well, equipping themselves with rudimentary offices, sparse living quarters and an expat bar which was noticeably absent from the Republican Palace in Baghdad. After an evening’s discussion of current business, we repaired upstairs in time to catch the final stages of a goalless draw between Arsenal and Manchester United, complete with a fight on the pitch. I spent the night in a bare room with questionable washing facilities, saved from sleeplessness by a surprisingly comfortable mattress.

Hilary Synnott and I ranged through the city the following day. Our call on the UK’s 19th Brigade at the old Governor’s Palace on the Shatt al Arab was enlivened by a noisy demonstration at the gates, which swallowed up the security car ahead of us and smashed its back window. Their appetites satisfied, the demonstrators allowed us through quite politely. Our calls on the university chancellor and the deputy governor of the province provoked strong statements of concern about security and funding. Even in Basra, where the mainly Shiite community was much more cohesive and law-abiding than the population in and around Baghdad, looting and crime had become the main bugbears. British troops, barely 12,000 strong in an area that encompassed around 4 million people, had done a remarkable job in restoring some semblance of community life and in supplying the provisions necessary to maintain it.

We went on to the port at Umm Qasr, still only barely working but showing a huge potential for expansion. Two dhows and a tramp steamer were unloading into colourful Iraqi lorries – these were everywhere, with legal or illegal contents spilling out of them. Road transport was already becoming the biggest private-sector business in Iraq. With proper security, we would have had this place humming in no time, but looters were coming in over the southern wall every night and undoing the previous day’s repair work. I took up these questions later with the Commander of the Coalition’s Multinational Division (South East), Major-General Graham Lamb, who feared that a surge of attacks inspired from further afield was about to hit the south. The British military and intelligence professionals in the sector were just beginning to get through to some of the grey areas of community and religious leadership there, including the two main religious Shia political parties, the Dawa Party and the Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI), whose organisations had survived the Saddam era by staying underground and by taking refuge in Iran. The concern of local Iraqi politicians that their community would increasingly be invaded by insurgents and terrorists from the north was beginning to bring in some useful real-time information.

Iraq had never been a single state until the British forged the three Turkish provinces of Mosul, Mesopotamia and Basra into a unit of empire after the First World War. From then on the Iraqi people had experienced colonial, monarchical and despotic rule and the Shia community, whose heartland stretched from south of Baghdad to Basra, had suffered from all three. Now the chance of freedom lit them up; they were determined not to be cheated again. SCIRI and Dawa had depended for their survival partly on their ties to Iran, and partly on the capacity of their tightly formed and devout communities to keep strangers out of their affairs. Basra and the people of the lower rivers psychologically faced southwards: they were well placed to benefit from maritime trade and the growing wealth of the oil-producing Gulf countries. They were also conscious of the oil beneath their feet and ready if necessary to defend it as their own. Nonetheless they were Iraqis, wary of too tight an Iranian stranglehold and prepared to experiment with a new Iraq so long as it created a new opportunity for the Shia majority.

CPA headquarters had agreed that the British should take on more or less entirely the task of governing the south-eastern sector of Iraq. Bremer and Sanchez rarely visited. The Deputy Administrator in Basra, who reported directly to Bremer, and the British Commanding Officer travelled to Baghdad every month or so, but very little American money filtered through to the British area and Basra and its surrounding provinces developed largely into a separate administrative area. The fact that there were so many fewer violent incidents in the south-east than in the centre and north – the British area suffered around 2 per cent of the incidents occurring in Iraq as a whole – was due to the nature of southern Iraqi society as well as to the more open style of the British in charge. The southern Shia had suffered more than any other group under Saddam and they remained very suspicious of links with Baghdad. As the insurgents grew in strength further north, the south held together and managed to keep them at bay. The visit entrenched my feeling that this was not where the main test would come. I returned to the capital convinced that Baghdad was where I should concentrate my effort.

For quite a period in the second half of September Bremer was absent from Iraq. The reason for this was money. One of the most difficult areas of CPA business for the uninitiated to penetrate was the management of Iraq’s finances. The arrangements agreed in the Security Council in May 2003 for the establishment of a Development Fund for Iraq had been complicated and it was not until several months after my arrival that the United Nations transferred to the DFI the nearly $3 billion that had accumulated in the Oil for Food programme accounts. The continuing proceeds from Iraq’s oil production also passed through the Fund before being allocated to ministries under the rudimentary budgeting procedures evolving at this time, but the total could not possibly cover all the requirements of the next year. Bremer and his budget director, David Oliver, worked miracles to make ends meet. There just was not time, given the interconnected demands of security and daily Iraqi living standards, to construct a sophisticated process of estimates, allocations, disbursements and audits. No attempt was made to consult Coalition partners on financial issues beyond exhortations to encourage our Governments to donate aid to Iraq. Oliver briefed me privately a couple of times on the economic assumptions the CPA was using. They appeared to have little more than back-of-envelope quality and depended almost entirely on massive US funding.

The UK asked once or twice to supply a Treasury official to the CPA financial team, but the offer was turned down. Nor did Bremer allow me into his internal discussions in these areas. Contract decisions were even more carefully protected: the UK was as frozen out as any other non-American contributor. From time to time London reminded Washington that it would not be understood in the UK if British contractors were not allowed to compete fairly. Over the first year of the Coalition’s life UK companies in fact obtained some 12 per cent of available new business – a fair result from a national viewpoint when we were contributing less than 3 per cent of the overall funding, even if the lion’s share came in the south where our own aid programme was running. I found what opportunities I could to remind the CPA that Iraqi companies had to be given a chance to win business and employ Iraqis or the blowback would wipe away any progress in reconstruction. The message got through to the extent that Tom Foley’s ambitious and wholly premature privatisation and modernisation plans were gradually pushed to one side, but no attempt was ever made to start a national employment programme.

As for Iraq’s budget, no amount of fast-footed financial planning would make up for the revenue gap. At current oil prices Iraqi revenues might reach $12 billion in a full year. Oil for Food funds and other remaining sources of income might bring the total to $15 billion. On the debit side, the cost of continuing the UN-type food distribution programme, without which most Iraqis would have risked starvation, came to at least $5 billion a year. Fuel subsidies, with petroleum products and electricity virtually free to the population, amounted to a similar sum. Barely $5 billion remained to run the rest of the public sector. Bremer knew as well as anyone that the success of the post-conflict operation would rest on the recognition by the Iraqi people that things had improved. He set his sights on the provision of a further $20 billion from the US Congress for the development of Iraq in 2004. This was in addition to the vast bills coming in for the maintenance of the US military machine.

I doubt whether Jerry Bremer had any more time to sleep during his days in Washington in September than he had in Baghdad. He is said to have attended more meetings and paid more calls on Congress within the space of a single week than any other member of the Executive in US history. He had prepared his case well and he had support from nearly all the members of the Congressional Delegations who had visited Iraq at his invitation over the previous four months. The cost of the President’s Iraq policy was starting to raise serious questions in Congress and within American public opinion more widely: the knives were out, not just amongst Democrats, to cut down the staggering sums being put about in the media. When Bremer returned to Baghdad on 30 September from his two-week expedition, he was confident of an outcome close to what he had requested. In the event the total agreed for appropriation came to $18.7 billion. It was inevitable that concessions should have been made and ironic – in the light of later events – that one of the funding cuts should have been to the overhaul of the prison system and the building of new facilities for holding captured insurgents. But this was a considerable achievement.

With Bremer back and the miserable symbolism of Akila’s funeral behind us, the pace of activity in the CPA picked up. My office was starting to bed down well. Simon managed to instil some bureaucratic order into the turmoil – even into Raad – and we were joined by a Military Adviser, Lieutenent Colonel Simon Plummer, known to us all as Plum, whose dazed look on his first day was soon replaced by pertinent advice on the security situation and some skilful contact-making with the US military. These three quickly formed a bond of remarkable strength. The financial future was looking rosier and the security forces were beginning to score more consistently against the insurgency in the Sunni heartland. The pessimists were in the minority again.

At the first Governing Council meeting of October Bremer asked me to make a pitch to the IGC about the need to accelerate its work on the constitutional process. The ministries were now up and running and the next function for the Iraqi leadership was to establish a Preparatory Committee to consider a new constitution, without which there could be no movement on elections under the current plan. I encouraged them to take up this responsibility. There was much sage nodding of heads around the table at this expression of practical good sense from their occupation overlords. Yet effective action failed to materialise. This stemmed partly from the divisions in the Council about the chronology of the transition process, with the Shia members heavily influenced by Ayatollah Sistani, and partly from the raw emotions lying beneath the surface of everything we were trying to shape in this formative period. National pride had taken a beating and individual political ambitions were growing. The religious Shia parties saw the advantages of having a political organisation in place and wanted to preserve them. SCIRI and Dawa had after all taken the risk of keeping their parties alive during the Saddam Hussein era and now felt it was payback time. The Kurds were self-contained and similarly organised. Only the Sunnis had no political base outside the Baath Party. Throughout my time in Iraq the Americans and we tried to stimulate Sunni political initiatives and to convince them that they had a stake in the new Iraq. David Richmond and I went out to speak to political gatherings and arranged with Iyad Allawi to meet groups of Sunni tribal leaders, but the great majority in the Sunni heartland refused to see regime change as positive and set no store by the politicians we had found to represent them.

The controversy over whether to allow the participation of previous members of the Baath Party, which extended to hundreds of thousands of civil servants, teachers, doctors, judges and other public-sector professionals, as well as to members of the security forces, all of whom had needed to sign up as Baathists in order to practice their profession at any senior level, had developed into a bitter rift, pitting ideology against pragmatism. Bremer had appointed Ahmed Chalabi as Head of the IGC’s De-Baathification Committee and – as Bremer must have known he would – Chalabi carried out his work with a passionate efficiency. Those who recognised the implications, such as Iyad Allawi, were just as fierce in their opposition. At the early October IGC meeting the Turcoman spokesman launched into a sudden diatribe against the excesses of the Saddam era and proposed the ‘physical removal’ of all known Baathists, together with their women and children. For a moment there was an embarrassed silence. No one at the table quite knew whether he meant exile or execution; the uproar that then ensued did not leave room for an explanation. The incident starkly reminded us of the depths of hatred within this traumatised people.

The other reason for the loss of effective traction in the IGC was more pervasive. The levers out to the population were not working. This had little to do with the Coalition’s selection of community representatives to form the IGC or the Ministerial group under it. Two years on, the principal candidates for high office in Iraq’s transitional institutions are nearly all the leaders chosen by Bremer, Sawers and de Mello in July 2003. Ayatollah Sistani and the renegade cleric Muqtada al Sadr apart, the public voices affecting the politics of the occupation period came from the original IGC. Our problems had more to do with the occupation’s legitimacy deficit and with the lack of structure connecting the administration and the political leadership of Iraq with ordinary people. Autocracy and harsh security had functioned as a system under Saddam. The introduction of freedom and the removal of fear were welcome, but were not enough on their own. In the early weeks after the war, army commanders and political officers started to organise a few local elections, some of which worked well. Bremer closed down these initiatives, which he saw as inconsistent with the chronology of his Seven Steps. This was a pity. The people who personified government to the millions struggling to find food, water, jobs, law and order, medical attention and education for their families were the provincial governors and municipal leaders, the police chiefs, university professors, doctors and judges who were recognised in the streets and who could be appealed to in their sitting-rooms, and these people, crucially, were not yet part of a national political process. The foreigners had performed the supreme task of ridding them of Saddam, but since then, except when the US Army turned up on an operation or a town-hall meeting drew a few hundred local people into contact with a CPA representative, the Coalition seemed to have little impact on daily life.

This lacuna could have been partly remedied by two things: an effective media operation and steady improvement in the provision of major public services. I still cannot explain how the US, the nation with the greatest experience of modern communications, with a free press and with no difficulties in conjuring up resources when the will was there, delivered such a shambles on the media side. The main CPA effort seemed always to be dedicated to briefing the US press and too little attention was paid to America’s new constituency in Iraq. By the time, well into 2004, that an effective media team had been created and the funding found for television stations to reach the majority of the population, the CPA’s credibility as a trustworthy provider of daily information for the Iraqi people had evaporated. I think Tony Blair blew more gaskets on this one subject, because it was remediable, than on any other. But even he could not get the point home in Washington, or at least not in a way that penetrated the operating machinery even when the President agreed with him.

The provision of services centred round the supply of electricity. When the conflict began, electricity was being generated country-wide at the rate of around 4,000 megawatts, enough to keep the lights on in most major cities for eight or ten hours a day. Oil production averaged 2.2 million barrels per day. By spring 2005 oil production was stuck at 2 million barrels a day (a successful Iraq could produce 6 million), and electricity generation at 4,100 megawatts (demand could by then have risen to 9,000). With the lights on for three hours and then off for another three, the reminder of no progress was a constant throb. That in itself was a measure of the effectiveness of insurgency sabotage and intimidation.

It was not as if the American system was not capable of achieving the most remarkable successes when everything clicked into place. The CPA set itself the daunting target of replacing the whole of the Iraqi currency within a period of four months from mid-October onwards. The logistics of this exercise were mind-boggling. Thousands of tonnes of old dinars with Saddam’s face on them had to be collected and destroyed and the same volume of new notes had to be ordered, printed, delivered to Iraq in ninety-seven jumbo jet flights and distributed to banks, on a timescale that had never before been attempted in a country of twenty-five million people, even in a stable and smooth-running environment. The UK company De La Rue carried out their fastest-ever currency printing programme. The progress reports and homilies coming out of the highly motivated currency exchange team read like the records of revivalist meetings and we guardians of British understatement smiled when we read them. But by early 2004 it was clear that the programme was on track, that the threat of sabotage or criminal attack had been kept at bay, and that the change was going to be of immense benefit, economically as well as symbolically, to the transition process. I and my team ate humble pie and sent our congratulations. The dinar rose steadily in the foreign exchange markets for the following few months.

This was an example of American power delivery at its best. If the same effort had been directed at the electricity sector, and oil production, and the media, and most critically at police training, perhaps the security deficit would have righted itself more quickly as the Iraqis gained confidence and took on more responsibility. But the CPA was not large enough an organisation to grapple with all these sectors at the same time. Bremer’s decisiveness and drive could fill some of the gaps, but he did not delegate and he could not focus on everything at once. The CPA civilian complement in the final months of 2003 numbered around 1,300 people, of whom close to 90 per cent were American: an embassy, not a government. This included the civilian advisers in the ministries and the teams in the provinces coordinating – and in some places holding together – the local administrations. We were not reaching far enough into the substrata of Iraqi life to make a difference. Nor, significantly, were we empowering Iraqis to take over the job themselves.

Every few weeks the provincial teams, civilian and military, were summoned to Baghdad to consult together on their experience to date and to learn best practice from the centre and from each other. The first meeting I attended was held in Bremer’s absence and, although I held no rank in the CPA itself, I was encouraged by several senior voices in the system to grasp the political discussion and try to mould it into a real debate. There was a risk involved. In our private brainstorming sessions, the UK team was beginning to find holes in the CPA’s approach. We could not attempt to address them all, or even raise them for discussion, without endangering the relationship with our senior cousins.

Three interlinked issues beyond security were emerging as the key problems: the constitutional process, which would determine not only the future structure of the country but also the duration of the occupation; the place of the Sunni Arabs in the new Iraq, whose disaffection with the process so far threatened to overturn the whole project; and the guidelines for the provinces and the governorate teams, who had to create new local administrations and find new leaders in each of their areas, but in such a way as to promote the unity of Iraq rather than fragmentation into individual communities. The CPA’s Governance Section, as the political department under Ambassador Bremer was termed, were writing detailed papers on all these areas, which were models of clear thinking and good political theory, but which lacked the essential ingredient of transplantability into the real Iraq.

I made a bid to chair the political session of the end-of-September Regional Coordinators’ Conference. A sharp reaction from Scott Carpenter, the Head of Governance Section, signalled that I had overstepped the mark. I launched into my points anyway, underlining the need for the CPA to understand that time to get things right had to be earned from Iraqis by improving their lives; that winning Iraqi hearts and minds involved style and manner as well as substance; and that we had to intensify our outreach programme to solve the Sunni and the national leadership deficiencies. I was interested to see that these themes were immediately taken up by the military commanders in the hardest areas, Major-General David Petraeus in the North-West Division and Major-General Ray Odierno in North-Central, who had regularly encountered the same issues in their daily grind and were determined, when they saw the absence of a CPA lead, to use their own initiative to solve local problems.

A number of concerns were put on the table: the implications for security if the Sunnis were not given a stake in the future of Iraq; the lack of coordination and guidance from the centre; the building of Iraqi links between the different parts of the country; and resources, the perennial complaint. Petraeus had, through his own initiative, put 12,800 Iraqis on his local payroll and wondered how long he could go on affording them. Many of these issues were already being addressed within the CPA, but the wires to the provinces were not carrying the message, nor was the centre absorbing the lessons that were being learnt at the coal-face by those in everyday contact with our real customers. Iraqis were desperate for jobs, but nearly all the larger CPA contracts were going to foreign firms and imported contractors. This discussion quenched a thirst for debate but indicated a longer-term communications problem. It was noticeable that at least 50 per cent of the talking had been done in British accents, without raising visible hackles. I remember wondering what Bremer would think of it all when he returned, if indeed anyone on his office staff gave him a fair description of the day. I never heard him refer to it; and we never again held such a spirited discussion of what was going right and wrong in Iraq.

By early October it was time for a foray into Kurdistan, my first experience of what was to become a very familiar journey. Simon Shercliff and I piled into a Black Hawk helicopter with a few American minders and we set off over the northern plains. We refuelled at a desert airbase near Kirkuk and then climbed up into the fresh green foothills, flying low to avoid trouble and terrifying flocks of sheep and goats hidden in the small eroded valleys.

The Kurdistan Democratic Party headquarters on the mountain ridge of Salahaddin welcomed us in. The Kurds had done well for themselves in the period between the two Gulf Wars when, with US and UK protection from the air, they kept Saddam Hussein at bay, capitalising on their portion of the Oil for Food programme as the rest of Iraq was never able to do and attracting other forms of Western investment on top of that. Since full independence for the Kurds remained a pipe-dream with Turkey so hostile, these twelve years had conditioned them to the autonomy they had always wanted: a Kurdistan Regional Government and Assembly, their own language, their own right to scrap with each other. We knew it would be hard to pull them back into an integrated Iraq. Masoud Barzani, the longstanding Kurdish Democratic Party chieftain, was away but his nephew Nechirvan, who held the title of regional Prime Minister, led us into a discussion of the contribution the Kurds could make to a united Iraq. He assured me that independence, though inextinguishable as an ambition, could be treated as a long-term aspiration, provided they were left with a sufficiently strong system of autonomy. Getting that concession out of the Iraqi Arabs was going to be a challenge.

The next morning we drove down the escarpment to the internal Kurdish demarcation line, picked up a mad escort of Patriotic Union of Kurdistan police and hangers-on and careered off to Lake Dukan. As we clung to our seats round the hairpin bends and over the narrow passes, we could see dotted along the boundary line with Arab Iraq to the south the perfectly still figures of single Peshmerga border guards, standing every few hundred yards as the first defence of Kurdish territory. At Dukan, Jalal Talabani greeted us with expansive bonhomie. He was a little more nuanced than his KDP counterparts about the prospects for inter-Kurdish unity in the tussles to come, but just as sure as they were that Kurdistan had to start by testing Baghdad for the federal system the Kurds wanted. Lunchtime brought us our third huge meal in fifteen hours, at which point diplomatic training had to cut in. We left in the helicopter for a Ride of the Valkyries back down the escarpment, with the doors open and loose possessions flying out into the ether, blue lakes and green valleys clear in the sharp mountain air.

Back in Baghdad a row was brewing over Turkey. Washington was growing increasingly desperate to recruit other national contingents into the Coalition and Ankara’s recent offer to send 10,000 soldiers to central or northern Iraq looked like a godsend. Bremer was left to wrestle with the practicalities. Washington had only two days previously reacted with ‘incredulity and anger’ – so Bremer told me – at his suggestion that there might be no net gain in allowing the Turks into Iraq if they then intervened in Iraqi politics and created a precedent for Iran. The US Army had already put three deployment options to Ankara; the prospect of finding militarily competent reinforcements had speeded up the Joint Chiefs’ proactivity. The IGC meeting on 9 October made Bremer’s position even more difficult: every Iraqi present opposed Turkish involvement. No one could claim that the objections came only from the Kurds. Whatever the differences between them, the Iraqis were determined that the independence they had not yet gained from the United States was not to be compromised by their neighbours – any of them.

I supported Bremer’s approach and encouraged him to hold out. On my way back to London in mid-October I arranged to pass through Ankara, where the UK Ambassador, Peter Westmacott, an old friend from Washington days, took me in to see the Deputy Chief of the Turkish General Staff and the Permanent Secretary at the Foreign Ministry. General Basbug was defiant, warning me darkly about the risks of rejecting a generous offer of help where it was needed. I told him what was actually going on in Iraq: it was not just a matter of what the United States might want; the Iraqi view had to be taken into account as well. This was a neighbour with whom Turkey would have to live into the indefinite future. I wondered whether the long-term consequences had been fully considered. Basbug grew more thoughtful, but said little. As soon as we had left, he moved straight on to a pre-arranged press conference and announced that the Turkish Government was considering the three options offered by the Americans.

In the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ambassador Ziyal seemed to understand the strategic downsides better, but said the issue had travelled so far down the road to implementation that it was hard to see how it could be reversed. I pointed out that the legitimacy of the move could be assured only by an invitation from the Iraqis. Would it not be better to wait for one? Ziyal did not answer. Nonetheless, in the way of these things, the seeds of doubt had been sown in Turkish minds. Ankara gradually began to back-pedal and a day or two later signalled to Washington that a Turkish contingent was willing to come if invited by Iraq. That was where it stayed. It was the right decision, saving endless trouble later. But Bremer lost points with Washington as a result because of the primacy of keeping US troop numbers down.

It was a relief to find myself back in the familiar streets of London. I had only been gone a month, but felt as though I had been away for an age. Whitehall was not unduly concerned about the Turks, who only really responded to the United States and were therefore Washington’s problem. The home team’s main focus in Iraq was the south, where British troops were beginning to make progress in their independent way and violence remained spasmodic. As I traipsed round the offices with my Baghdad-oriented apprehensions, I realised that I was not delivering a very welcome message. People understood that the security situation in the centre and north of the country was gradually deteriorating, but that was surely for the Americans to fix. I responded sharply that Iraq would be won in the centre or it would not be won at all. This struck home at the mid-week gathering of Chiefs of Staff at the Ministry of Defence. The Chief of the Naval Staff, Admiral Sir Alan West, asked: ‘If you are saying that security will get worse before it gets better, where is the evidence that it is going to get better?’ I said that there was none yet, only hope. The meeting turned sombre.

I was getting used to the role of unpopular messenger. In New York, with no further career job to compete for, I had developed a certain immunity to the snap of London’s fingers on tactical detail. In Baghdad my independence of position was even more pronounced. I wanted to be sure that I was painting an accurate picture when so many UK interests were at stake. Nevertheless, I was working to policy lines that I respected. My daily guidance came from John Sawers, my predecessor in Baghdad and now, as Foreign Office Political Director, Jack Straw’s senior adviser on Iraq, and from Nigel Sheinwald, recently brought back from Brussels, where he was the UK’s highest-ranked Ambassador, to succeed David Manning as the Prime Minister’s Foreign Affairs Adviser – a position filled from the Foreign Office. We three knew each other well and talked regularly on the telephone; I always spent time with them in London. On this visit, I made sure that Nigel, in particular, because he was now the channel of constant communication with Condoleezza Rice in Washington, knew why I felt that the administration of Iraq was running into serious trouble. Because my account did not square with Rice’s, it put him in an awkward position, not least in having to work out in his own mind which of us was closer to the truth.

Nigel took me in to see the Prime Minister, who was sitting on the sofa in his small inner office with his core team around him. It was the first time I had been there without the focused presence of Alastair Campbell in the chair beside the desk. Simon Shercliff, my Private Secretary from Baghdad, whom I had smuggled into the meeting to brighten his day, received a nice warm welcome for braving the front line. Blair asked me to lead off and I launched into an edited version of my concerns. I described the long-term prospects for improvements in Iraq’s infrastructure, now that Congress had agreed to release new money, with tactful praise for Bremer’s achievement in instilling a sense of dynamism into the CPA operation. I set out the plan for the political transition as it was emerging at the Baghdad end, but underlined the need to be prepared for changes. I warned that there was no improvement in prospect for the security situation. The Coalition was not going to be able to cope with the combination of growing Sunni disaffection and terrorism while men, materials and motivation remained endlessly available.

Blair took all this quite calmly, though I was hardly describing the progress that he had demanded in early September. In these meetings in his inner office, with his close family of advisers around him, I was there to fill in the details of my particular area. He sat on the sofa with Jonathan Powell, his Chief of Staff, silent beside him and put a series of questions, but he gave little away of his own thinking after I had answered. I came to the conclusion that he was resigned to a certain amount of bad news: this was what Iraq had come to mean. His thoughts seemed focused on what he would need to say next to George Bush, how many suggestions for changes he would have room to put to him, what adjustments he needed to make to immediate policy and its presentation. It was hard to get into the strategic questions.

At the end of the meeting the Prime Minister unexpectedly asked me for a paper with practical recommendations to put to Bush. If things were not going well, he needed a basis to explain why the UK felt that. Encouraged, I submitted this a day later, including all my old favourites: dealing with the borders and the ammunition dumps, bringing aid projects into the Sunni areas, creating jobs and devolving local responsibilities to the Iraqis, accelerating Iraqi-isation of the security services and searching for wider UN and international input. The most important element, however, had to be rapid progress towards creating an interim Iraqi government to take over from the occupation, because the Coalition’s shelf life was beginning to shorten. Washington must be asked to firm up a timetable. I knew that the Prime Minister was particularly sympathetic to this central point, which had featured in his thinking from the start.

I was never told what the American reactions were to this list or even how it was put to them. My London colleagues were unhappy that there was still so much to be done and, as far as I could tell, fed these elements across to their US counterparts in what they judged were digestible chunks. With such thin lines into the Pentagon, and with our excellent relationship with the disconnected State Department so redundant, the channel from Sheinwald to Rice had to carry the burden but avoid overload. It seemed that the British had still not earned the right to engage with Washington in a comprehensive strategic debate.

At that week’s meeting of the Cabinet Ad Hoc Committee on Iraq, which Defence Secretary Geoff Hoon chaired in Jack Straw’s absence, I brought out the same menu of concerns. The ministerial team was no more thrilled to hear my pessimistic assessment than anyone else and asked whether the British should not be making a stronger input into policy formation in Baghdad. I said we were doing our best, but London should not imagine that the UK could exercise 50 per cent of the influence in Baghdad when we contributed only 2 per cent of the resources. There was a momentary hush. Hoon pointedly reminded the meeting, with the Treasury representative nodding vigorously, that the Chancellor of the Exchequer had just shut the door on any increase in Government spending, full stop. Two per cent it would remain.

This became the pattern of my regular exchanges with my London colleagues, whether in person during my monthly return visits or in the flow of telegram and telephone traffic from Baghdad. There was a limit to which I could convince Ambassador Bremer that the current approach was not working and it was my job to report this and see whether higher political voltage could achieve more. Downing Street was acutely conscious that the Prime Minister could only complain to the President for so long that the trend was worrying without producing concrete suggestions for a remedy. It seemed to me from quite early on that we were going round in circles and gradually losing the American ear. I saw no easy way out.
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Two Chickens, Two Eggs

In Baghdad apprehensions were growing that the approach of Ramadan would bring a deterioration in the security situation. US military activity had started to constrain the capacity of the core insurgency to inflict more than occasional local damage on Iraq’s infrastructure. As Coalition troops developed a more sophisticated knowledge of the terrain, and as intelligence operations began to form a web of sources and contacts producing real-time information, the number of ‘Former Regime Elements’, as the Iraqi insurgents were dismissively termed, being killed or captured steadily increased. Nonetheless, the insurgents were learning as well; and they began to make up in accuracy and lethality for what they could not achieve in numbers. The rate of casualties was gradually creeping up – in the streets, within US forces, among new Iraqi recruits and around the activities of foreign contractors trying to mend the infrastructure.

Saddam loyalists were not the only enemy within the Iraqi population. As the realisation grew within the population that it would take far longer than they had expected for standards of living to improve and for foreign troops to leave, patience started to wear thin. The Sunni Arabs, close to 20 per cent of the population, had by no means all benefited from Saddam Hussein’s rule, which dealt ruthlessly with any sign of opposition or disloyalty beyond a very narrow core, but they saw no advantage in the democratisation of a state with a 60 per cent Shia Arab majority. Bremer tried to address Sunni disaffection from early on: the CPA set up a special operation to form new political contacts and inject project money and for a while, until the Americans pulled the job back into their own ranks, David Richmond was assigned a special role in constructing overtures to local Sunni leaders. It was not enough to stimulate the Sunni community as a whole to reorganise themselves for the new circumstances. Political frustration, nationalist pride and the sense – with the Palestinian intifada running hard – of a wider Arab grievance pushed a growing number of individuals and groups to take up weapons and have a go at whomever they saw as responsible for their humiliation. Some joined the ranks of the Saddamists; others teamed up with hardened criminals, who themselves were finding the climate fruitful; many just came out hunting when they felt their anger rising and set up a trap for a passing patrol or a civilian car with a foreigner in it. The risks grew for all foreigners out and about on the roads and ordinary Iraqi civilians often became caught up in the violence.

The least numerous of the violent forces confronting the Coalition, but becoming gradually more lethal in their methods, were the non-Iraqi terrorists inspired by al Qaida. Abu Musab al Zarqawi, a middle-class Jordanian who is thought to have started his terrorist activity with the aim of dislodging the Hashemite dynasty in his own country, appears to have crossed into Iraq before the US invasion to develop his own brand of Islamic extremism under the al Qaida franchise. He began to organise and train tiny cells of suicide bombers to attack targets that would do the greatest damage to the Coalition’s capacity to run a smooth administration. New recruits came in a steady trickle across the frontiers and were put straight to work. One suicide bomber in October, a Yemeni, was identified as having crossed the border only two days previously. Zarqawi’s strategy included direct attacks against Coalition patrols and facilities, the killing of prominent Iraqis supporting the occupation authorities and more general attacks on the Shia or Kurdish population aimed at inciting intercommunal violence. He was reckoned to have been responsible for the bombing of the Jordanian Embassy, the attack on the UN headquarters at the Canal Hotel and the assassination of Mohammed Baqir al Hakim in August 2003, all of them significant indirect blows against the Coalition, aimed at denying us allies and raising the cost for Iraqis who chose to support us. Later he moved on to the high-profile kidnapping and beheading of foreign workers in Iraq with the objective of slowing down the implementation of reconstruction contracts. The effects were tangible and cumulative.

As the months went by, the ability of terrorists and insurgents to avoid detection and develop new methods of attack kept pace with the growing effectiveness of Coalition forces and intelligence in tracking them down. The firmness of the US military reaction caused huge problems for the insurgency. The prisons started to overflow with captives. But at the same time this escalation in the use of force and the sometimes-indiscriminate use of fire-power by the Americans swelled the numbers of the disaffected. Within the Iraqi population an increasing amount of cover or indirect support was offered to the front-line resistance, as the insurgents came to be seen. The net result for the Coalition was a steady draining of sympathy just when our political and economic objectives required the support and trust of the population.

We speculated constantly about the role of the neighbouring states. Surely Iran would not be able to resist fomenting the opposition? With their American arch-enemy now entrenched on their borders, the regime in Tehran had real cause to make life as difficult as possible for them. The Iranians were concerned that the United States might reactivate the Iranian dissident movement Mujahideen-e-Khalq against them. They had proxies in Iraq, such as the Badr Corps (the SCIRI militia), Iraqi Hezbollah and a number of Iranian subversive units and agents directly or indirectly on their payroll. Basra was full of them. They also harboured designs on the religious centres of Najaf and Kerbala, where they began to buy up property at a disconcerting rate. Iranian pilgrims crossed the border sometimes at the rate of many thousands a day to visit holy sites long barred to them: it was all too easy to infiltrate agents at almost any time.

On the other hand, Tehran did not want to create a completely chaotic Iraq or it might throw up another Saddam Hussein. Towards the end of my time in the country, I coordinated a CPA assessment of Iranian involvement, which concluded that Iran’s long-term aim was a stable, Shia-led neighbour, free of foreign interference, rich enough to offer good business and friendly enough not to present a threat. Did Tehran want a mirror-image government of Shia clerics in Baghdad? I saw no clear evidence of that. The Iranian leaders are more cautious in nature than they are normally perceived. We judged that they wanted to influence but not to dominate, and would take care not to provide the United States with a pretext to attack them. Iran wished to see a weak but not a turbulent Iraq, with the Americans thwarted and then removed, and would use its levers to turn the temperature up or down in line with developments. I believe that this has remained their approach ever since.

Our other bugbear was Syria. We had good evidence that the Syrians were happy to allow Islamic extremist recruits to cross Iraq’s western frontier. Possibly unknown to President Bashar al Assad, who often tried to assure us – as he did with me when I called on him in November – that Syria would keep its hands off Iraq, the more unpleasant corners of the Syrian security forces contributed money and materials in moderate amounts to the Sunni insurgents. But they too had to ensure that they did not give the United States an open reason to turn on them and this kept their interference within limits. Because the Coalition never dominated the full extent of Iraqi territory, both Iran and Syria found it reasonably easy to remain undetected in their calculated encouragement and manipulation of both Shia and Sunni resistance to the foreign presence.

Shortly after my return from London in the last week of October General John Abizaid paid one of his regular visits to Baghdad. I never really understood how, in a situation where American lives were being lost every day and where the global prestige of the United States was at stake, the American machine could afford to have its most able military mind on Middle East matters devoted only part-time to the Iraq theatre. As Commander of CENTCOM, he had the Horn of Africa and Afghanistan, not least the elusive Osama bin Laden, to worry about as well. Abizaid’s Lebanese origins gave him the advantage of a deep understanding of the psychology of the region. On 24 October I had a long one-on-one conversation with him, in which I set out my concern that violence could not be controlled under the current set of circumstances. It struck a chord with Abizaid – ‘and I am not normally worried’, he said. He was gearing up for a full-scale examination of next steps with Donald Rumsfeld in Washington in a few days’ time. Abizaid wanted much more urgent action to bring the Sunni Arabs in to the political arena and to develop Iraqi security capability; and he favoured taking a risk with the early transfer of power to Iraqi political leadership. I knew that this tied in with the assessment of General Sanchez, who told me he was raising dust to try to unjam the present security stagnation. Both were guarded in what they said, but I believed that neither thought that the Coalition had enough troops on the ground to achieve US objectives. The President and the Defense Secretary had both said publicly that they would commit the number of soldiers to Iraq that their Generals requested. But both Abizaid and Sanchez knew that the US Army had no spare troops: if they asked for the level of reinforcements that would enable them to complete the task they risked their positions. I gained the distinct impression that they hoped the UK channel would try to wake up the Washington system to the threat of failure.

Was Bremer immune to such apprehensions? It was not easy to get to his inner thinking. His policy approach was grounded in his loyalty to the President and, at least when he began, he was ideologically comfortable with his instructions. Up until the end of 2003 he reported primarily to Donald Rumsfeld, through regular telephone conversations, occasional team video conferences and rare visits back to Washington. I could not imagine that these exchanges were focused on the nature of Iraqi society or on his lack of tools to do the job. He brainstormed privately with Abizaid every two or three weeks and consulted with Sanchez more or less every day. In none of these exchanges, I believe, and probably not even to himself, did Bremer admit any doubt that Iraq would respond to an imposed vision. It was a leading reason why he disliked the sceptical leaning of the British approach, to which our low-grade power and resources did not in his view really entitle us. If success had a thousand fathers, they all had to have an unquestioning faith in the outcome. He and his core staff, including the Governance team, saw Iraq as an American project in every sense that mattered and only Americans – and the right Americans at that – were qualified to conduct it. Bremer and Abizaid understood each other well, but they each had their separate lines to the Defense Secretary, who was the first point at which responsibility for the civilian and military operations in Iraq came together, and they could not afford to show any weakness that might get back to headquarters. Below the strategic level, there was tension in Iraq between the CPA and the Army, and between different parts of the military structure – central command, the commanders in the field, military intelligence and the civilian affairs officers – about, for instance, the right mix of hard and soft operations and about the responsibility for political overtures in rough areas.

What Jerry Bremer brought to Iraq was a sense of positive drive and control, which the American system needed to ride over the difficulties. This suggested an assumption that the difficulties themselves did not require deep analysis and could not in the end resist American power. One of the most striking memories of my time in Iraq is of the regular stream of American players, from the civilian and military teams in Iraq and from visitors on influential desks in Washington, sometimes at the instigation of Donald Rumsfeld himself, who came to my room to hear a no-holds-barred analysis of what was going right and what was going wrong in Iraq. Almost without exception they entered into the spirit of these discussions with real understanding. Somehow, when they returned to a collective American debate about next steps, they clicked back into the reveal-no-weakness mode, with no one clearly accountable for the actual results. It did not just frustrate us Britons; I believe it worried many competent and perceptive Americans.

As for the political process, time was ticking by. A Constitutional Preparatory Committee had been established under the Iraqi Governing Council, but by mid-October it and the IGC itself were going round in circles. I never saw any concrete product from the Committee. The passage of time with no progress was widening the loss of Iraqi popular confidence. In reporting to London, I drew a direct link between the security stalemate and the next stage of the political transition. I pushed for elections to be the focal point for 2004 rather than the writing of the definitive constitution. I did not believe that we would be able to circumvent the objections of important Iraqis, including Grand Ayatollah Sistani, the most powerful voice in the country, to the production of a constitution before elections. Sistani had made this precise point the subject of a religious edict, a fatwa, before I arrived in Iraq, but the Americans were hoping that its effect would fade with time and the passage of events. Bremer, right in theory but not in practice in this vital area, remained determined to establish the underlying principles of democracy before elections. Some of his closest advisers in Baghdad thought at this stage that it might become a resignation matter for him. The Governing Council was supposed to be resolving this question of sequence through the work of the Constitutional Preparatory Committee, but they seemed incorrigibly reluctant to take the initiative. This was partly because of the vigour with which American policy was presented, even if most of them saw it as going in the wrong direction.

My theoretical independence from the CPA as the co-equal British partner in the occupation authority was of no practical use unless I supported the American lead. I was not bound by Bremer’s instructions, but I was not in a position to strike out on my own. From the beginning I made it clear to him that I was there to back him up and I stuck to that, especially in public and in our regular sessions with visiting Congressional delegations. His appreciation of this kept us together through the disagreements on some of the detail. But I had to try where I could to influence the advice going in to him and I had to use my own judgement with our main Iraqi interlocutors.

On 25 October Bremer asked me to go back up to Kurdistan to broach the need for political compromise with Masoud Barzani, the leader of the Kurdistan Democratic Party, whom I had not yet met. Barzani rarely attended the meetings of the IGC in Baghdad: he disliked debate around a table of a hundred shifting views. His single-minded mission was to defend the way of life and autonomy of the Kurds and, to his mind, this was best done by remaining among them. When I called on him at his headquarters at Salahaddin, he was wearing his signature outfit of fatigues and a rather untidy headdress, Arafat-style. Short in stature and laconic in Arabic or Kurdish, he took time to appreciate. Before I had finished my work in Iraq I came to recognise that he was a pivotal personality at this stage of Iraq’s history.

I delivered a message that had been carefully scripted with the Governance team in the CPA, one of whose members accompanied me, as did Simon Shercliff. I said that the British Government remained a firm ally and protector of the Kurdish way of life, but the framework had to be a united Iraq. We needed his help to make the political process move forward. The IGC must now start to make progress with the Constitutional Committee and, in general, must begin to work more efficiently on government business, with better attendance from its senior members. He looked at me unsmilingly. I said he had an important role to play in demonstrating that the Kurdish nation would contribute to our purpose: there was now no alternative. Barzani took all this calmly, and countered with a request for more secure accommodation in the Green Zone in Baghdad if he was to spend time there. I was then treated to an exposition of Kurdish bottom lines in the negotiation to come over constitutional arrangements: the retention of the Kurdish National Assembly and Government, the continuation of the Kurdish language and culture and the maintenance of their security force, the Peshmerga. I glanced over to where Simon was taking the notes to ensure that he wrote down the words carefully: Barzani was not closing the door on some kind of autonomy arrangement. This was significant, given the pressure the Kurdish leadership was facing from their people for an outright break with Arab Iraq.

After a generous lunch at the guest-house, we took our leave for the return helicopter flight down the mountain, only to discover that the Black Hawk that had ferried us up had disappeared. The crew apparently had better things to do than to hang around for four hours for a civilian, and a non-American one at that. I telephoned my office and set them the challenge to bring me back to Baghdad by bedtime. Before long they called me back to say they had been told that there were no helicopters available. I asked them to sort it. Plum and Raad told me later that they looked at each other when I put the phone down and decided for once to put aside the demeanour of junior cousin. They raised the temperature, with Plum obliged to cash in the brownie points he had been amassing with the US military.

Two hours later there arrived at Salahaddin the three ‘Little Bird’ four-seater helicopters that normally flew noisily as security above Bremer’s convoy whenever he travelled outside the Green Zone. He had left for Washington for the strategic security discussions Abizaid had mentioned and the Little Bird crews had been spending the day practising their live firing in the desert. With Simon and my bodyguard in the two Birds behind me, I took the single spare seat in the lead helicopter, so cramped that the only place to put my right foot was through the door-less gap and onto the strut outside. The sun had just set and we winged it down the escarpment through the blue-black dusk, never more than a hundred feet off the ground, the first-hint-of-winter wind buffeting into our faces and nothing but a thin seat-belt holding us on board. We passed like nighthawks through the oil flares of Kirkuk and over the evening activity of various surprised villages out in the fields. Luckily, when I made my dishevelled re-entry into what was left of the Baghdad office day, it did not take too long to un-knot my few remaining strands of hair. My son Nick telephoned almost as soon as I got in: a Black Hawk had gone down in northern Iraq and there was mild concern at home even though I never told them in advance that I was travelling by helicopter. I rang Anne and confirmed that I was all in one piece. She was pretty appalled at the Little Birds story.

The next morning the telephone got to me before the alarm clock. Simon gave me the news that the Rasheed Hotel, where our largest group of colleagues was accommodated, had just taken a full-scale rocket attack. Rockets – crude projectiles fired from tubes in the back of a van, with the explosive force of a rocket-propelled grenade – had grazed the hotel before, but this time the planning was more audacious: the launch position was later found to have been just outside the Green Zone wall, a mere 270 metres from the hotel. A US Army Colonel had been killed instantly and fifteen people wounded, including Jacob Nell of the UK Treasury, a member of the currency exchange team. I rushed into the office and took stock. The hotel was a mess and would need to be evacuated, and we had to find our people new quarters. After the standard morning meetings I called the British contingent together in the bizarre venue of the CPA chapel, formerly Saddam’s formal reception hall, complete with a red throne and murals of Al Hussein missiles roaring off to destroy the Zionist enemy. I praised everyone for their professional calmness and reported on the facts so far. John Simmons, our Security Officer, took everyone through the new sleeping arrangements. Miraculously the British Army had come up trumps with a dormitory for thirty-five in their quarters near the river. We arranged for the displaced to be moved across for the few days necessary to sort out something else. They were there for four months.

Later I went to see the damage at the hotel. The American Colonel, Chad Buehring, a member of the CPA Psychological Operations team turned out to have been one of those inspirational figures, forty, married, two sons, who put everyone else’s troubles before his own and believed in the invincibility of the good guys. At the first sound of an explosion he had jumped out of bed, grabbed his rifle and run to the window to see what defence he could improvise. The next rocket hit him full-on. Jacob Nell in the floor below had been in his bed when a rocket flew in over his head and struck the back wall of his room. He had been lucky to escape with severe lacerations.

The team’s confidence in Green Zone defences took a dive and those who wanted a break were encouraged to go home. I cannot recall anyone who decided to pack it in for good: they all came back again – even Jacob Nell. That says something about the collective determination, the courage or perhaps the plain foolhardiness of a remarkable set of British volunteers, as well as about the compelling nature of the work in which they were engaged. Nevertheless, I told London that another explosion like that might see the end of the UK presence in the CPA. This sobering message at least helped to ease budgetary problems over security and accommodation from then on.

In the middle of this turmoil I slipped out for my first solo call on one of the most influential and – for the CPA – difficult members of the IGC, the Shia cleric Abdul Aziz al Hakim, the political leader of the Supreme Council of the Islamic Revolution in Iraq. He had taken up the mantle of his elder brother Mohammed, the Ayatollah assassinated in Najaf the previous August, and thus carried the prestige of a family that had defied Saddam for years, losing over seventy of its members in the process. He could not immediately project the political acumen of his brother and, since he shared Grand Ayatollah Sistani’s strong suspicions of the US agenda, was prickly in his dealings with us. Nevertheless, he represented a constituency that we had to convince if we were to make progress with the transition: SCIRI was the best organised of the Shia religious parties, with close – though not subservient – ties to Iran and an associated, partly Iranian-funded militia, the Badr Corps, which was all too capable of intimidation but which the Coalition was never able to disband.

It did not take long after the initial courtesies for Hakim to inform me, half disdainfully because I was new to him, that the Governing Council, over which he was presiding that month, would break off communication with the CPA for a week in protest at its refusal to acknowledge the majority preference for putting elections before the constitution. The Council was drafting a number of new proposals, which they wanted implemented on a take-it-or-leave-it basis. Some of them concerned the IGC’s security, which he said was a cardinal point for everyone not only because of the threat but also because of the undignified handling of senior leaders by the Coalition military. He wanted SCIRI and the Badr Corps to take over all the security arrangements for the IGC in the Green Zone. I told him none too gently that this last demand was way over the line. I would answer the other items when I saw them.

Later in the day I teamed up with Meghan O’Sullivan, the feisty and imaginative heart of the Governance team, to visit Ahmed Chalabi in his well-fortified villa, known as the Pagoda because of its Chinese trimmings. Chalabi had by this stage lost most of his support in the Pentagon, which had at last recognised the extent to which he was following his own agenda. We realised that he had set aside none of his ambition to come out on top in the new Iraq and we were watching for his next move, suspecting that he would attempt to team up with the religious Shia, the least susceptible group to US influence. Chalabi was also the most westernised of Iraq’s leading politicians, the most skilful at adapting his style to his audience. He could be disarmingly frank in discussing his perceptions of what was developing. He told us not to over-react: the IGC were unlikely to cut off discussion entirely, but they were angry over the personal risks they were taking for little political return. As we talked, news came in of further bomb attacks, as well as of one or two significant arrests, around the city. Chalabi pulled me aside to give a private warning that his own intelligence network – he too had a small militia to protect him and keep him informed – was predicting an imminent series of well-planned ground attacks against the Green Zone. We drove back through the poorly lit back-streets of the Al Mansour district in a thoughtful mood. The sum of what we had heard from these and parallel conversations during the day made me think that, with Bremer away in Washington, members of the IGC were trying to flex their muscles while the B team was in charge.

At the next day’s Council meeting Chalabi’s prognosis proved close to the mark. Without saying anything to me, the CPA Governance Section had issued some stern warnings on the limits of its patience. It transpired that Chalabi himself had been advising his colleagues not to force the issue: this was not the time. Abdul Aziz al Hakim introduced the subject of greater authority for the IGC and circulated some points in Arabic, but he remained vague as to how he wanted them followed up. Responding for the CPA, I set out the conditions and a rough timetable for their earning real power in due course. I stuck to Bremer’s policy lines on all of this – I was in no position to do otherwise – but wrapped them in diplomatic language, which the IGC was not accustomed to hearing. I left them with a commitment that we would gradually grant them more responsibility. This satisfied the Council for the moment and they decided to leave the real fight for Bremer’s return. I had avoided the indignity of a breakdown on my watch, but the fundamental problem remained.

Bremer returned from his security talks in Washington and called me in for a solo discussion on 1 November. We agreed that we were entering a hard series of negotiations for the transfer of power. He did not offer me a briefing on his trip, a sure sign that agreement on the way forward was proving elusive in his capital. He said he realised that stagnation meant security as well as political problems: he had to keep up the momentum. I asked what this meant in practice – telescope the Seven Steps or alter them? I was back on the thin ice of fallback plans. Bremer said he was extremely reluctant to do the latter because it risked diluting the principles that the United States had come to Iraq to promote. But he agreed that we had both a growing insurgency and a dysfunctional IGC to contend with. He hinted that he might prefer to stomach an interim constitution rather than concede early elections, but he would not wish to stay on in Iraq just to usher in an appointed provisional government, which was the common denominator between the IGC members who wanted early elections (the Shia) and those who did not. This was the first time I had heard him voice the possibility of adapting the planned process. An interim constitution seemed to me to offer a way through the stalemate. We left it that we would go through a round of consultations with the leading Iraqis and then review where we stood.

I stayed in the background in the subsequent round of CPA–IGC skirmishing. The Iraqi side had to feel the force of American views and only Washington could judge the red lines. But I kept privately in touch with the more communicative Iraqis and I brainstormed behind closed doors with the Governance team. The latter were beginning to feel the pressure from their boss and, while they resented having to come down to the UK office, they seemed to find it useful to bounce new ideas around. We started to work through the options for solving the elections dilemma and devolving power. Early elections might have been possible to organise using the UN’s food distribution cards as identity documents for some 70 per cent of the population. The problem was in part their logistical complexity, but also the advantage that the organised religious Shia parties would gain over the secular Shia and Sunni parties who had no firm following and had not had time to build a constituency. The Kurds were a separate issue. The Governance team was beginning to come back to the idea of elections at the local level, already tried in the early stages by a few of the CPA’s provincial coordinators, who had been stopped in their tracks when Bremer arrived. It was important to give the Sunnis in particular an incentive for coming on board.

On 6 November Bremer invited the nine Presidents of the Iraqi Governing Council to his residence, a substantial villa close to the Republican Palace, for a decisive discussion. 15 November had been set as the deadline for agreeing on the political process and he told them that he could not wait much longer for them to make up their minds. This led to the most interesting IGC political discussion I had witnessed to date. Abdul Aziz al Hakim, Jalal Talabani, Ahmed Chalabi and Adnan Pachachi were present and Ibrahim al Jaafari appeared for some of the time. Iyad Allawi sent a message that he was unwell, but I knew from my recent private discussions with him that he was half thinking of bowing out of the debate altogether. The other members of the nine, Barzani (KDP), Bahr al Uloom (independent religious Shia) and Mohsen Abdul Hamid (Sunni Islamic Party) were represented by deputies. I cannot remember a meeting where all the principals were present at the same time: some of the deputies, such as Adel Abdul Mehdi, al Hakim’s number two and later a candidate for Prime Minister, and Roj Shaways, Barzani’s lieutenant and later Deputy President in the Transitional Government, became significant players in their own right.

Jaafari intervened early on with an insistence on full elections at the beginning of any process. Talabani countered this with a plea to his colleagues to recognise that time was too short to allow this. He did not specifically refer to the CPA idea of starting with local elections, which Bremer had now put on the table, but seemed to suggest devolution to a transitional government after popular consultations. Pachachi presented some ideas he had been working up for an interim constitution. None of them persuaded the others. Chalabi painted an elegant picture of an indefinite impasse and, with support from Pachachi and Talabani, insisted that early transfer of power to an Iraqi government was the only way out. I decided at this point to intervene. I suggested that when there was a chicken-and-egg problem, it was sometimes possible to get around it by creating two chickens and two eggs. Laid out in sequence, it was a matter of subjective perception as to which came first. An electoral law would be needed at the start, then a first round of elections. This would enable the constitution to be written by an elected body and then full elections could be held under that new constitution. The Americans listened in stunned silence but did not contradict me, and Jerry Bremer never told me afterwards that he disagreed with my approach. The event went down in the record as the two chickens, two eggs meeting. At least it left the Iraqi side with something to think about.

Abdul Aziz al Hakim spoke, as so often, right at the end. He underlined that Ayatollah Sistani’s fatwa on elections before a constitution could not be circumvented. But he added, significantly, that this did not preclude other variations. Bremer had the last word, reminding them who made the ultimate decisions and pointedly asking them not to propose something that they knew he could not accept. He made it clear that he expected the next move to come from the Council.

The Iraqis were left to get on with their own business as we entered into a welter of internal discussions on the Coalition side. Nigel Sheinwald from Number Ten and Lieutenant-General Rob Fry, the Deputy Chief of the Defence Staff responsible for Iraq, came through to sound out Bremer’s thinking at first hand and to try to force the pace on decision-making. This was the first direct support I had had from London for my effort to turn the Americans towards a practicable programme. General Abizaid was also back in town and we could have done with his pragmatic input, but he remained invisible because he was concentrating on military reorganisation. Word had begun to get round that Washington was growing more worried about the clock than the niceties of the political evolution in Iraq – 2004 was, after all, a Presidential election year – and was starting to consider a wider range of alternatives, including giving in to Sistani. This put Bremer under increased pressure to deliver results, but he was hard to shift from his chosen course and, in these circumstances and on this timing, close to immune from being replaced. From the UK point of view, he was also the one senior American operator who, for all his inflexibility, was beginning to learn the realities of Iraq.

I briefed Sheinwald and Fry on the latest tussle with the IGC and repeated my firm view that we must tie the Americans down to a decision on as early a transfer of power as made practical sense – perhaps in the early autumn of 2004. We then went in to see Jerry Bremer and went over this ground. He stuck to his red line on constitutional principles before elections, but he indicated that he might be prepared to contemplate an interim constitution if a permanent one was truly blocked by the Sistani fatwa. This seemed to us on the UK side to be the one chance to break the stalemate.

It was at this point that Ambassador Robert Blackwill, one of Condoleezza Rice’s deputies in the NSC in Washington with significant Foreign Service and Pentagon experience, appeared for the first of a series of influential spells on the ground in Baghdad. He and Bremer knew each other as colleagues of old, but I never worked out how both of them were able to operate on the political detail in Baghdad at the same time. Blackwill symbolised Washington’s impatience and pragmatism. Bremer undoubtedly had the President’s support on the principles and – his most significant asset – George W. Bush’s personal confidence. Neither gave me an explanation of how their roles fitted together, beyond a comment from Blackwill that senior people in his capital were keen to accelerate the political process and he had come out to lend a hand. This had to indicate some dissatisfaction in Washington with Bremer’s performance, but as far as I could tell Bremer had cleared his lines scrupulously with both the Pentagon and the White House as he went along. If Blackwill’s arrival suggested that Bremer’s team in Baghdad did not have the experience and the voltage to deal with the enormous problems facing them, then this was understandable. Yet it hardly created an atmosphere of clear and confident American leadership.

Blackwill pulled me aside for a private discussion, clearly wanting to know whether I had my own separate views. I explained my twice-round-the-track approach and Blackwill said he had already reached the same conclusion. He thought that Bremer was beginning to come round to it – a comment that indicated that there was no thought in Washington that Bremer could be overridden: the Administrator’s authority was a cardinal point. He produced a series of detailed questions about timing, sequence and Iraqi reactions, which were very much to the point and to which I gave answers that stayed within Bremer’s lines of tolerance. He indicated that the time-line for a political transition would have to take account of the US election calendar. He thought a process could be devised which set the Governing Council to work on drafting a basic law by May or June 2004, with elections before the end of September (he wanted it earlier than that, but I said that the summer would be too hot) and a handover to an interim Iraqi government by 1 October. This first transitional government would be committed by the basic law to a census, to elections for a constitutional assembly and to the drafting of a permanent constitution by the end of 2005. After that, new elections would take place and Iraq would emerge from the transitional process, fully independent and democratically structured, by the end of 2006. I said that this was something worth discussing with the Iraqis, although I thought that three elections were too many. I told him Jack Straw was due to visit Washington the following week and said I would probably go with him. Blackwill thought this would be a good opportunity to settle the final details of the process.

I met Jalal Talabani later in the day and he told me he had some news. In his position as monthly IGC President, he believed he had brought the Council round to unanimous agreement on an approach consistent with the most flexible variation of the CPA’s position, an interim constitution before elections. The Governance team checked with some of the other IGC members and it seemed broadly right. I encouraged Talabani to set the seal on this quickly, if he could, and gave my view that it was probably within reach of the American bottom line. I warned him to be very careful about public presentation, as Blackwill had been emphatic that Washington’s reaction could be difficult if they were not in control of any public announcement. Even allowing for the probability that there were still people, including Bremer, who were not yet entirely on board, it seemed that the logjam might have been broken.

I now had to prepare for my visit to Washington with Jack Straw. It was difficult to leave Baghdad while these negotiations were proceeding, especially as a series of insurgency rocket attacks on the Green Zone was further unsettling the team’s mood and casting doubt on our security and accommodation arrangements. As soon as I arrived in Washington, I rang for a report from my office in Baghdad and discovered that the latest rocket attack had damaged cars just outside the Republican Palace. A US Marine guard had frightened people for a short while by announcing that the Palace was under attack from infiltrators.

Jack Straw’s meeting with Paul Wolfowitz gave us an opportunity to raise the issue of Green Zone security. I knew Wolfowitz slightly from my previous Washington postings and had admired his powerful, questioning mind. From Baghdad, where my information was mostly second-hand, I could see that he was far more attuned than the Defense Secretary or the Vice-President to the need to adapt American decisions to real life in Iraq. At the same time he was so ideologically committed to the rightness of asserting US power and eradicating Saddam Hussein’s legacy that he appeared to underestimate the real threat of strategic failure. The Foreign Secretary tried to engage him in a proper policy discussion but Wolfowitz remained rather stiff and formal. I doubt whether he set much store by the British contribution. I had a go at him on CPA security. I said that the system was still, from the British point of view, taking too long to reach firm decisions on better Green Zone defence. UK civilians were all volunteers and, unless they chose to stay, the United States would start to run out of allies. With the news just breaking of sixteen Italians killed in a bomb attack in southern Iraq, we could not afford to be anything but proactive in looking after our people. Wolfowitz said he understood this and would follow it up. Over the next few weeks the CPA was indeed more energetic in patrolling the edges of the Green Zone and closing possible approach points. But the underlying philosophy never really changed: there was only so much that could be done and a certain number of casualties were inevitable.

After a very lively session at the CIA, where Jack Straw and George Tenet, the Director, agreed on almost every point in a fairly pessimistic analysis of developments, the Foreign Secretary called on Vice-President Cheney for what he regarded as his most substantive meeting with him in his experience so far. Again we went over the political options and again I sensed that the American side was becoming more concerned about timing than principles. The Vice-President asked what we thought of the new ideas under discussion, partial elections in the summer of 2004 and a transfer of power in the early autumn. Jack Straw underlined the UK’s wish to see the Iraqis taking up greater responsibility as soon as possible and asked me to comment on the detail. I said that the new time-lines struck me as an improvement on our earlier policy. Iraqi tolerance was draining away. Security in Iraq could not be achieved unless people saw their lives improving. Taking something of a risk, I pointed to the need to make legitimacy in the eyes of both Iraqis and the international community a more central criterion for our transition plan. We had to accelerate the transfer of power and the creation of new security forces. The Vice-President did not contest these points. He even listened politely to my contention that direct US communication with Syria was worth considering if it brought a more forthcoming approach from them on the Syrian–Iraq border (nothing came of it). Meanwhile Jack Straw took the opportunity to argue for a coordinated US-European dialogue on Iran, a subject that was beginning to occupy his attention almost more than Iraq.

This was the only time I was involved in a discussion of Iraq with the Vice-President. A twenty-five-minute slot was not enough of a basis to make any lasting judgement. I did not gain the impression in Baghdad that he was brought into the detailed operational discussions between the CPA and Washington, but in this conversation he appeared thoroughly familiar with the background. He played well the game of wanting to hear what we had to say and checking that the British, as junior partners, were on board for imminent US decisions. Otherwise he kept his counsel.

Jack Straw went on to see Condoleezza Rice the same morning and the pace picked up. We had discovered that morning that Bremer had taken a snap decision to come back to Washington to be part of this round of discussions. He then went straight back to Baghdad after twenty-four hours in Washington, without pausing to see us along the way. I wondered for a while whether he could not countenance my presence in his capital while he was in Baghdad. This was probably unworthy, as he needed to clear his lines with his principals on the deal to be struck with the Iraqis, but he made no attempt to link in with the British Foreign Secretary or to alert me to his presence in Washington. Condi Rice did not appear to have an agreed transitional plan to present to us. We went into the details of a possible package, containing two sets of elections straddling the writing of a new constitution, and I described the difficulties of arranging elections on a crash timing or in the summer heat. Finally she sought our agreement for a transfer of power to an interim Iraqi government as early as 1 July 2004 in order to move it well clear of the Presidential election campaign. Jack Straw thought that this might just be possible, so long as we avoided elections for the interim government. I said that even indirect elections, with local consultations on candidates for a national assembly, would pose severe problems. Rice’s response showed that the calendar was the administration’s most important concern. She said she would have the details set down for us shortly. I suspected that we were going to be given a fait accompli.

By the time Jack Straw met Colin Powell for lunch on 13 November, the State Department was able to give us a written time-line for the political process. The objective would be to produce an electoral law, with some constitutional principles in it, before the end of February 2004; to bring in a CPA-selected interim government by July, together with some form of national council chosen on the basis of consultations in the eighteen provinces; to organise a census in Iraq in early 2005 while also holding a mini-election for a constitutional assembly; to place the writing of a new constitution in the first half of 2005; and then to have full elections in late 2005 or early 2006. Powell showed no signs of owning either the process or its outcome. He and Jack Straw were close and they used this occasion to share their frustrations over the twists and turns of US policy. They agreed, however, that the US plan held a prospect of progress.

Colin Powell was distinctly worried about the escalating violence and he was critical of the slow progress the Coalition was making on the ground in training up the Iraqi security forces. He believed that the Pentagon was exaggerating the number of Iraqis capable of performing a security function and therefore over-complacent about the date by which the interim Iraqi administration could take over responsibility from US forces. Straw and Powell also discussed arrangements for President Bush’s State Visit to Britain the following week, which they expected to attract large and hostile demonstrations. Richard Armitage, the Deputy Secretary, warned us of possible terrorist attacks on the UK in Iraq aimed at embarrassing the President before or during the State Visit.

So, by the tortuous process of argument behind closed doors, which American administrations often undergo on the way to making difficult decisions, a compromise had been reached between Bremer, with his resistance to early elections, and the White House and the National Security Council, which wished above all to avoid a stalemate. The British input was incidental. I could see Bob Blackwill’s hand in the blueprint that had emerged, exploiting my concept of two sets of elections, but grinding out an agreement between Washington and Bremer was a classic intra-American affair. Yet we knew that the legitimacy of an interim government selected by the Americans was likely to be contested in Iraq and internationally. The Governance team in Baghdad had been working hard on a complex system of popular consultations at the municipal and provincial level, termed ‘caucuses’, to produce locally proposed candidates for an interim assembly without broaching full-scale elections. The problem was that caucuses would be immensely complicated to implement but were unlikely to satisfy the religious Shia. The plan was left on the table and was to cause a good deal of anguish in the weeks to come. At least the approach we heard in Washington had the virtue of giving everyone a part of what they wanted. Bremer had kept at bay the concept of early elections; Ayatollah Sistani and the religious Shia politicians would get elections before a permanent constitution; and Washington had set a timetable for the end of the occupation well before the Presidential elections.

The result left Bremer with a difficult assignment, as he had to square both Washington and a divided IGC. Back in Baghdad, while I was still absent in the UK, he moved quickly to sell Washington’s decision to the Iraqis. After all the infighting, there was no room for further adjustments. He was fortunate to have Jalal Talabani as current President. He turned up the pressure on his colleagues to accept that other options were closed and after a contentious discussion the IGC adopted the plan on 15 November by twenty votes to four (the four members closest to Sistani). It was a thin victory and it left scars. The two main poles of influence, the Americans and the religious Shia, had made their weight felt equally. Because his voice resonated like no other with the Iraqi people, Sistani’s resistance to American control of the long-term process had proved to be insurmountable. Because the IGC knew that they could not survive on their own in the short term, they gave way grudgingly to their American mentors. As it turned out, the transition plan that emerged from the principles of the 15 November Agreement, for all the difficulties we would meet in its implementation, was a good one. Even against the pressures later in 2004 of the constantly deteriorating security situation and the opposition of Muqtada al Sadr and the militant Shia, the plan held. It gave Iraqis enough of a vision of their future for the majority to remain faithful to it and to that extent it was a solid achievement.

Thinking back on this visit to Washington, the only one I made during my time in Baghdad, I realise that at no time did either side raise the question of weapons of mass destruction and the failure of the Iraq Survey Group, the US investigation unit under David Kay and later Charles Duelfer, to unearth any residual weapons or relevant materials. At that point I was still convinced that hard evidence would somewhere be found that Saddam had concealed small stockpiles. From time to time there were moments of suspense. Soon after I arrived we heard news of the discovery of several fighter aircraft which had been buried in the desert – no mention of how the satellite cameras had missed such an operation – and only came to light when the wind blew away the sand. How much easier to hide barrels of chemical or biological substances! On another occasion the US Army located metal canisters on the bed of the Tigris which they then unaccountably failed to guard. When they returned the next day they had gone. For all the prominence the subject achieved in both our countries because of the enquiries into the intelligence failures, the issue formed no part of the operational purpose of constructing a new Iraq. Even at the UN it was water under the bridge.

The Iraq Survey Group, more than a thousand strong for much of the time, was under the control of the Pentagon and based away from the CPA. While I was briefed once or twice by my team on the lack of progress, I never came across its personnel while I was in Iraq. Bremer received periodic reports of its activities, but kept his distance. He and I did not mention the ISG to each other. The whole area fell increasingly into that category of issues that felt like weights round our ankles but about which nothing could now be done. The politicians would have to do the explaining. The real test now was whether the outcome in Iraq could make the whole effort seem worthwhile.

George Bush’s State Visit to the UK the following week passed off without great embarrassment. The Prime Minister took the opportunity to put to the President, after a hard round of preparatory discussions on the British side, which I had gone back to London to join, a hard-hitting paper on security, which was in his view the only real threat to the fulfilment of a respectable political process. The Prime Minister had asked me to put into the paper recommendations for filling those gaps on the ground I had constantly been raising – Sunni disaffection, borders, weapons, security training – which had generated frequent transatlantic telephone calls over the previous weeks. The Blair team was conscious, as I was, that arguments put to the White House were not being translated into action on the ground and the Prime Minister wanted other pressures to weigh on them. He decided that this private paper should reach the President at the same time as a public blast from the Iraqi leadership on the brutality of terrorist tactics in Iraq, to indicate that our Iraqi partners were feeling the pain of poor security. We groaned inwardly, as these things were difficult to produce at the drop of a hat and an initiative of this kind could too easily be traced back to a British source. But Simon Shercliff and I managed to discover where Jalal Talabani was over the following few hours and I persuaded him, halfway through a visit to Ankara, to speak up publicly the next day.

I returned to Baghdad on 20 November as the news filtered through that the religious Shia members of the Iraqi Governing Council were beginning to rebel against the 15 November Agreement. Having voted against it, they felt entitled to continue resisting it. Bremer held an immediate meeting of the Presidential Nine in his villa. True to predictions, Abdul Aziz al Hakim, Ibrahim al Jaafari and Mohammed Bahr al Uloom began to complain vigorously about the plan for caucuses. With telling inconsistency, given their previous demand for early national elections, they now wanted the Governing Council to continue to run the country through the early part of the transitional process. Bremer pushed back but more gently than usual. In this he followed the advice of his newly appointed Deputy for Policy, Dick Jones, a career Foreign Service officer who was concurrently the US Ambassador in Kuwait, that we should reject any changes to the agreement but play things long. I described to the Iraqis the enthusiastic reaction of President Bush and Prime Minister Blair in London to the achievement of the 15 November plan and suggested that their concerns on the detail should be dealt with in the implementation. The Presidential Nine decided to go into a huddle amongst themselves and Bremer asked me to find Jalal Talabani, bring him back to Baghdad and persuade him to take his place in the chair. Otherwise, by the rules of rotation, Abdul Aziz al Hakim would be presiding.

After the others had left, Hakim stayed behind in the villa to talk to Bremer. I was not invited to stay but neither was I asked to leave, so I sat in. There then emerged, more clearly than before, the real reason for his hesitations. He asked Bremer for private guarantees that the proposed transition process would not deny the Shia community their natural majority in Iraq. Bremer politely explained that this majority was what a democratic process was likely to produce. Hakim remained uncomfortable: this was not what he meant. With some degree of circumlocution he conveyed that he was asking for a pre-ordained fix. He would rather not abandon the IGC process if he could avoid it, but he wanted the Americans to give him a basis for explaining to his own community that they would not have power stolen from them by American manipulation. In other words, the religious Shia wanted elections with pre-ordained results. The exchange bore out Bremer’s concern for entrenching the principles of democracy before elections. He left Hakim and his colleagues with the clear implication that if they tried to reverse the decision the IGC had taken on 15 November, the US would no longer be able to work through the IGC. That seemed to do the trick, at least for the time being.
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So it was that the Coalition Provisional Authority entered a long period of debate, negotiation and agony over the implementation of the 15 November Agreement. Ayatollah Sistani and the religious Shia did not let go of their antipathy to the appointment of an interim government that might then be hard to remove, or to any electoral process that they believed could be influenced by the United States. Scott Carpenter and his Governance team toiled away in the far reaches of the Republican Palace, making up with ingenuity for their lack of experience of the real Iraq, in an effort to create a system short of actual elections that would ensure that the incoming government would reflect the wishes of the Iraqi people. I knew they wished the British would leave them alone to try to satisfy Bremer as they saw best, but we kept on intruding with reminders of the raw ingredients they were working with: this was a proud and humiliated people who would not accept a system presented from outside unless they felt some ownership of it. The complexity of the proposed caucus process they were proposing defeated their purpose because it aroused the suspicions not only of the Shia politicians but also of ordinary Iraqis, as malicious rumours began to circulate. We went through endless discussions trying to bring the various pieces together in some new adaptation of the plan. But somehow we could never get the polarities of the magnet right. Weeks went by without any real progress being made either on the mechanics for creating a transitional administration or on the drafting of a basic law. The 15 November Agreement held, but its implementation was going nowhere. The shadow of the Grand Ayatollah hung over it.

During this whole period the CPA had to contend with a separate political influence, the only one in this period besides Sistani to make an impact on the political process from outside the Iraqi Governing Council. The renegade Shia cleric Muqtada al Sadr, the son of an important and popular Ayatollah killed off by Saddam several years earlier, had gradually been gaining a following among the poorer and more disaffected urban Shia. Picking up on the growing Shia dissatisfaction with the postponement of national elections, he went so far as to declare himself leader of a provisional Iraqi government. Bremer had wanted to have him arrested back in August, when his potential for trouble had emerged. When he consulted the British, whose responsibility for the south-east of Iraq would have been affected, the Ministry of Defence in particular decided that the situation was too fragile to risk a confrontation. They assumed that the cleric’s influence would fade with time. For months after that Bremer complained that the British had prevented him from dealing with the problem when the cost would have been relatively low. It was a difficult call. A direct confrontation might have excited the poor Shia community in Baghdad, together with the combustible societies in the intensely religious cities of Najaf and Kerbala, into a resistance to the occupation that would have matched our problem with the Sunnis. After the events of 2004, when Muqtada al Sadr had to be confronted militarily but was never satisfactorily contained, we had to accept that Bremer had been right.

What made our task all the more difficult was the threatened emergence of a new and powerful militia. An important focus of Bremer’s policy for the creation of a stable Iraq was his insistence that the centre should be in proper control and that it should operate on well-established principles. Throughout his time in the saddle, Bremer pushed for solid rules and audit systems to prevent corruption in the ministries. He worked hard to establish lines of control from the centre to the provinces. He removed police chiefs whose venality or disloyalty could not be ignored. In particular, he stipulated that the State alone must be responsible for security and that private militias should be disbanded. The last of these was particularly tricky. For a start, the Kurds refused to integrate their own fighting forces, the Peshmerga, without whom they would not have survived Saddam’s constant hostility, into the new Iraqi security forces. The main religious Shia party in the south, SCIRI, took a similar approach to the Badr Corps, whose history was partly heroic, since they had resisted Saddam’s rule as best they could, and partly suspect, since their ties to the regime in Tehran and its security apparatus were strong. The Sunnis had never developed a community militia, as they normally had representatives in power in Baghdad in both the political and the military spheres. Part of our trouble during this period was that the Sunnis felt marginalised by developments and were now casting around to fill the gap, feeding both the Baathist insurgency and localised support for al Qaida. Even individual politicians, such as Ahmed Chalabi, collected their own private security units around them and ran their own intelligence machines. Without strong central control, Iraq could easily have relapsed into a mosaic of local baronies, awash with weaponry. Bremer’s instincts in this case were spot on.

It was thus a considerable surprise to the CPA when, in November 2003, General John Abizaid, the CENTCOM Commander, suddenly proposed that the militias should be formed into a security force in support of the central authority. He wanted to bring unofficial armies in off the streets, but he was taking a risk in appearing to legitimise them and thus encouraging others to form. He called together some of the senior members of the Iraqi Governing Council and put his idea to them. The Kurdish leaders and Chalabi looked like cats with the cream. Iyad Allawi, who understood the murky depths of Iraqi security tensions better than anyone, could not believe his ears. Ibrahim al Jaafari, who had not been invited, was livid when he discovered that the Dawa Party militia had been ignored.

Bremer himself had severe doubts, but Abizaid – perhaps with pressure building on him from Washington to speed up the establishment of a capable Iraqi security sector – had decided that the threat of an unstoppable deterioration in security required a proactive response from the US military. Bremer was not in a position to overrule him when the civilian and military wings of US action in Iraq held equal status under the Secretary of Defense. Abizaid had a detailed paper written, which set out the procedures and rules for amalgamating the militias into a parastatal structure and more or less told us to get on with it. The basic idea was fair enough: the recruiting area for the new Iraqi Army and police should be enlarged and the militias denied their independent capability. The rules were carefully written to prevent particular groups from taking over a unit. Iraqi politicians, however, saw it differently: they spotted the opportunity for a double game, whereby the militias would be given a more authoritative status while preserving their sectarian loyalties. The tension between the two, in the months that followed, was never dissipated.

Then there was Saddam Hussein. We had by now begun to assume that, like Osama bin Laden, he might evade capture indefinitely. It seemed increasingly unlikely that he was in a position to give orders to the insurgency or to rally a powerful resistance around him again, but the fact that he was at large remained a blot on the Coalition’s record. General Sanchez had devoted a considerable force of special troops to hunt him down and on several occasions they had come close to catching him. But Saddam knew the terrain too well from his early years of evading the authorities when he was out of favour.

In mid-December I travelled back to New York to catch up with my UN contacts and call on the Secretary-General. Waking up one morning in the guest-room of my old apartment in Beekman Place, I switched on the radio and caught the middle of a press conference. It was Bremer’s voice, with that distinctive note of satisfaction in it: ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ [pause] ‘we got him!’ My first thought was selfish: as with the 15 November Agreement, I had missed a seminal Baghdad moment. Then I allowed in a huge feeling of relief that this stain on the Coalition had been wiped clean. It restored invaluable momentum to our efforts after November’s depressing slew of ambushes and suicide attacks. Unfortunately, in spite of the useful intelligence that came from the contents of Saddam’s briefcase, the capture had no long-term impact on the strength of the insurgents. They had by now learnt to generate their own energy.

While in New York I wanted to report back to the Security Council on the progress being made by the Coalition. This was scotched by the Americans, who did not want a British voice taking on this task. My successor at the UN, Emyr Jones Parry, arranged a private lunch instead and I managed to get into my usual sparring match with Sergey Lavrov, who was indignant that the Security Council had been left so short of information. He was right, of course. I had the peg of Saddam’s capture on which to hang a more upbeat report than would have been the case a day earlier. My former colleagues were not inclined to be aggressive: they just wanted to know what was going on. For their part, they confirmed that the UN remained racked with grief over the loss of Sergio de Mello and his team and anger over the war, and were most unlikely to have any contribution to make for the foreseeable future.

That afternoon I took the long elevator up to the thirty-eighth floor and sat in the little waiting-room gazing at the clear view out to the sea and wondering how to describe my Baghdad experience to Kofi Annan. Once in the familiar dark-panelled office, its desk still bare of papers, I was given as warm a greeting as ever, but I could see the strain of the past few months in his eyes. It would have been good to talk about something other than his least favourite subject and I knew that the UK’s partnership with the Americans had widened the distance between us. I said straightaway how much I missed Sergio, not expecting – and not getting – more than a look of anguish in response. I then went over the implications of the 15 November Agreement and suggested how the United Nations might most easily re-insert itself into Iraq. Note-takers were present and I had to be careful how I described the risk of stalemate between the CPA and Ayatollah Sistani. Kofi Annan had a brief in front of him but left it unopened. He was in a firm mood about what he wanted from the coming period. Fortunately his requirements were modest and I did not have to argue against him. He accepted that it would be hard to get a UN team into Iraq in the first few months of 2004 and recognised that an external team making occasional visits could not be the same thing. His goal was to have a full group on the ground by the beginning of July 2004, when an Iraqi interim government was likely to be in place. I suggested it might be an idea to call a meeting in New York in January, with both the IGC and the CPA present, to relate the drafting of the new basic law to the requirements of recent Security Council resolutions. I said I did not know whether the Americans would agree to it, but it was one way of showing that the UN remained in play. It was encouraging to hear that he thought the agreement a good one under the circumstances. He was much more sceptical, however, about the Coalition’s real capacity to control events through the coming year. We were both skirting round overt criticism of the handling of the post-conflict period and I did not try to change his view.

Back in Baghdad I saw few signs of progress. David Richmond had been trying to persuade the CPA to initiate a process of popular consultation on the implementation of the 15 November Agreement, but Bremer decided he could not afford to risk the unravelling of the tense compromise in the IGC – understandable in the short term but a dangerous postponement of the real issue of what the Iraqi people would stomach. I supported David – I thought this a cardinal issue – but we made no impact.

Things began to slow down for the Christmas break. I had been trying hard to persuade the Foreign Office that Anne should be allowed to join me in Baghdad for the Christmas period onwards. She had been involved with women’s issues at the UN and I had received a warm request from the CPA section dealing with civil society and democratic initiatives to recruit her for their next stage of work. The Foreign Office, however, saw her primarily as a spouse and decided that it would be wrong for the boss to have his wife out for Christmas if the others could not. Anne’s capacity for maximising the fun when festivities were due would have gone down well in Baghdad, but there it was. She eventually came out in January and spent six weeks helping the enthusiastic but disparate women’s organisations sort themselves into some kind of effective operation.

In December, after seven months non-stop on the job, Bremer finally decided that he needed to take a proper break. Most of the senior Americans followed his example. The place virtually closed down for the week of Christmas and under those circumstances it was deemed safe to leave me officially in charge of the country. Of my team, David Richmond returned for a well-earned family holiday and I sent Simon Shercliff after him for a very necessary escape, given that he was beginning to fall asleep at meetings in the middle of taking the record. Raad Alkadiri drew the short straw. He had lasted longer than almost anyone else in Baghdad without respite but remained open to exploitation with his cheerful enthusiasm for the job in hand. We settled down to a sparse Christmas, buoyed up by warm messages from the Foreign Office and the prospect of a consignment of Christmas goodies (which arrived sometime in the New Year). Maybe the surroundings put me in a petty mood, but I thought it a bit rich that I was asked to pass the Prime Minister’s greeting cards on to members of the Iraqi Governing Council without a single card or word for the UK team.

Having wondered so many times in the three previous months what I would do differently if I were running Iraq, I found myself in a curious predicament. I did not hold the levers for activating the American system and would probably make a fool of myself if I tried. What could be done anyway in a mere week? Raad and I had some private fun with the symbolism of a British proconsul in Iraq eighty years on from Sir Percy Cox and T. E. Lawrence, but we did not move far from the Green Zone and no surprise edicts emerged from the Republican Palace that week. I enjoyed running the CPA morning meeting in the more transparent British style and felt I was getting a response from the American section heads, who opened up with their thoughts on how to sell Coalition objectives more proactively to ordinary Iraqis. But my primary responsibility was to ensure that nothing went wrong and I spread the warning that no one was to think of celebrating the holiday out in the streets of Baghdad. Christmas dinner comprised tough steak and East European wine from the culinary desert of the Rasheed Hotel.

When Bremer returned on 30 December, the melancholy lifted with the sudden restoration of dynamic activity. He ran straight into an escalation of Shia resentment over the time it would take to reach national elections. I had kept in close touch with senior members of the Governing Council, and knew that something was brewing. Bremer was not pleased to discover that, the day before his return, the Governing Council had agreed to send a letter to the UN Secretary-General asking him to intervene in the political process. This was a religious Shia initiative to undermine the American timetable and the idea of appealing to the UN had come out of the blue. I felt badly let down because I had made it clear to them that they were to make no moves until the Administrator had been consulted: they had no independent authority without his say-so. The letter asked for an opinion from an expert UN team about the possibility of conducting elections for a provisional national assembly. Only if the UN declared this to be impracticable would the Governing Council look at alternatives such as caucuses or an appointed interim government.

The CPA team immediately tried to stop the letter, but it had been faxed through to the Iraqi Delegation in New York and delivered with unusual efficiency. Washington was asked to take action to nullify its effect. Scott Carpenter and Meghan O’Sullivan sardonically pointed out that it was probably better this time to let the Governing Council stew for having acted without consultation. Bremer, however, immediately summoned Abdul Aziz al Hakim, the Council President responsible for pushing this decision through while most of his senior colleagues were absent, and took him to task. I joined in, asking why he had deliberately gone against my advice the previous day. Hakim blustered that we were making too much of it. Why should the UN not be involved? Bremer responded that he had been misusing his position to serve a minority view: Washington was livid and had already approached Annan with a request for him to ignore the letter. After the meeting I telephoned Jack Straw and asked him to put in his own call to Annan, which he immediately did.

New Year’s Eve brought the weekly Governing Council meeting. After a brief reference to his visit to Washington, where the President had reiterated to him his firm support for the 15 November Agreement, Bremer launched into a tough criticism of the Council’s letter to Annan. Not only had the Iraqis failed to consult the CPA, but what they had done was incompatible with the 15 November Agreement. The Council began to divide. Adnan Pachachi, as the senior Sunni voice, asked pointedly what all the rush had been over the letter and why the full Council had not been consulted. The Shia members supported Abdul Aziz al Hakim, with Ahmed Chalabi particularly prominent in his defence as he gradually began to build his alliance with the organised Shia parties. Ibrahim al Jaafari and Mowaffaq al Rubaie, an active but lay religious Shia, tried to underline the importance of respect for ‘the religious authorities’, meaning Sistani, who had been agitating for months to dilute US control of the political process. Hakim kept on asking what all the fuss what about. Hadn’t it always been agreed that the UN should play a role? The other non-Shia stayed silent, not quite sure what was going on and timid about opposing the voice of Sistani.

Bremer and I refused to retreat. Angrier now than we had ever been, we emphasised that the only way forward was for the Governing Council and the CPA to work together and for the 15 November Agreement to be implemented. Bremer said firmly that he would make no further proposals. It would be up to the Council to propose the next steps when they had sorted out their differences. The meeting broke up in a cold atmosphere.

When we arrived back at the Republican Palace, a telegram awaited us reporting on Jack Straw’s call to Kofi Annan. The Secretary-General had made it clear that he did not wish to be caught between the Iraqi Governing Council and the Coalition Provisional Authority. I sent a copy to the other end of the office for Jerry Bremer to read. He then came along to my office – for the first and last time in my six months there – for a quick and good-natured discussion on what we should now do. We came to the conclusion that the Secretary-General should be asked to send a brief and anodyne reply, reconfirming his view that early elections were impracticable and making no reference to the sending of an expert team. That was in fact the way the incident ended. What we had not achieved was any reduction in the strength of Shia resistance to the 15 November Agreement.

We then remembered that it was, after all, New Year’s Eve. I began the evening at Maude House, the residence of Major-General Andrew Figgures, the senior British officer in Baghdad. He had set up a table of roll-a-dice horse-racing and I immediately lost ten dollars. Then, going against my own strict instruction that no one should leave the Green Zone on such an obviously vulnerable date, I crossed the city to Adnan Pachachi’s house where we nibbled on an assortment of Arab goodies and listened to an Iraqi trio playing Egyptian music. It was not long before we heard the news of a bad bombing at a Christian-owned restaurant not far away. No Coalition personnel seemed to have been involved: sadly, it was again Iraqis who suffered. My Royal Military Police team drove me back to the Green Zone at breakneck speed through increasingly deserted streets. Finally I joined the party at the British Villa, where I now had a much more comfortable room to myself. We consumed the requisite amounts of booze and amazed the CPA Governance team with a loud and unmusical rendering of ‘Auld Lang Syne’. Finally, collapsed on my bed upstairs in the villa, I telephoned round the family to wish them a Happy New Year. I found Anne at a house-party in the South of France, in the middle of a five-course dinner. They were impressed that I had managed to get to three parties in one evening, less so with the description of my recent eating habits, and we exchanged the hope that 2004 would produce a more peaceful life for the semi-retired.

As the year turned, I decided that it was time to give London a forecast for the last six months of the occupation. Every discussion table I had so far attended was stacked with half-full and half-empty glasses. The determinedly optimistic reports of the Americans seemed to all of us to clash with the trend, while the UK’s regular harping on what could still go wrong meshed better with the realities but was uninspiring. Bremer was adept at keeping bad news in its place and tenacious in his regular presentation of the bright spots to the US media and to Congress, whose representatives arrived in Baghdad every three or four weeks to examine the scene. He nevertheless seemed to me to have learnt over the eight months of his administration that creating a new Iraq would involve more than the expression of US willpower and the delivery of vigorous action. Because his incisive mind focused so sharply on the areas he selected for attention and because he tended to close down discussion on the darker regions beyond, it was hard to define the extent to which he was adjusting to the impact of new Iraqi politics. But I could see that he was gradually parting company with the ideology he had carried out with him at the start. Paradoxically, as his capacity to adapt to circumstances grew, his stock in Washington began to fall. This was partly because his earlier predictions of steady progress were not being borne out, but partly also because the Sistani problem threatened to disrupt the White House’s election planning.

I wanted my 1 January assessment to stand the test of time without succumbing to gloomy prognostications. I listed the principal obstacles still confronting the Coalition. The insurgency was by now entrenched. The opposition possessed men, materials and motivation in ineradicable quantities and would not be defeated within the transition period, even if their impact was greater at the tactical than the strategic level. While most of the ministries were beginning to get into their stride under IGC and CPA supervision, there was still no sign of a credible political leadership for a united Iraq, nor of an effective command capability for the nascent security forces. Donor money, including US funding, was flowing in too slowly. The implementation of the political process was at risk. The provision of essential utilities and services was far behind target and the shortages, added to the perception of poor security, were costing us support and consent. Jobs were scarce. The Coalition was fundamentally unpopular. Because the CPA’s public voice in Iraq was so weak and the idea of popular consultation on the new political process had been rejected, we could not claim to be in touch with the Iraqi people. Most of the neighbours were unfriendly. Turning all or even some of that round in the remaining six months would present an enormous challenge.

At this point in my draft, I wondered what I could possibly offer on the other side of the ledger to compensate for that formidable string of downsides. I had to dig deep. I said it was a plus that the Coalition retained forward momentum. The military had had a good few weeks and the insurgency was faltering. The Coalition – or, more precisely, US public opinion – had learnt to absorb losses. No political opposition of broad appeal had emerged to challenge the Iraqi politicians we had selected and Sistani was a net plus because he opposed violence and advocated a unified Iraq. The new Iraqi currency was appreciating and commerce was starting to flow internally. There was a platform here for eventual success. But – and this was the point of the telegram – there would have to be one more heavy investment of effort. Neither Washington nor London should expect a reduction in the number of forces on the ground during 2004. The Iraq theatre remained a security crisis and all our people needed daily protection.

I asked for an acceleration in the disbursement of funds. Filling the gaps now was more important than keeping money back for later stages. Bremer could do with help from London in getting this message across in Washington. The CPA itself needed reinforcement: it could no longer afford to shape itself as a brilliant cowboy operation (I hesitated over this phrase, but left it in: how better to describe both the resourcefulness and the inadequacy of 1,300 foreigners, many of them young, idealistic and inexperienced, trying to run the civil affairs of an unmalleable population of twenty-five million?). We had now to broaden out the competence of our effort: not just pummel the insurgency but reach out and persuade suspicious Iraqis to rethink their opposition; invest in a new justice system; treat political compromise as a strength not a weakness. The enterprise could go right and it could go wrong. Too much was at stake to duck the costs of pulling the odds a little further our way.

In one sense my New Year’s Day message was poorly timed. On 4 January, the Prime Minister paid a brief, unannounced visit to Basra with a party of UK press photographers to see the British troops there and Bremer and I were asked to go down and brief him on developments. Blair had come straight from a family holiday in Egypt and my round-up had not passed through the London bureaucracy quickly enough to reach him. In fifty minutes of discussion in the dimly lit guest-room of the Basra airport building, the British Forces HQ, we were unable to get into the depths of the issues. It was in any case Jerry Bremer’s show: I could not contradict his efficient no-notes assessment, sober but not alarmist on the security situation, robust on the Sistani problem, open-minded on bringing the UN back in, rather too rosy on the economy and infrastructure. The Prime Minister asked a few questions, but clearly decided that this was not the moment to push for answers on the difficult issues. I kicked myself later for missing an opportunity, but I felt at the time that this was one of those moments when his self-protection mechanism cut in to insulate him from the painful realities of the Iraq saga.

Adnan Pachachi was the incoming President for the month of January. As our first action of the New Year, Bremer and I went to see him about the drafting of the new Transitional Administrative Law (TAL), as the new set of interim constitutional principles was to be called. This time I drove through the streets with Jerry in his convoy – two Humvees with open machine-gun nests in the lead; a look-alike, blacked-out Suburban swerving back and forth across the street just ahead of us; then the second Suburban for the ‘Principal’; another Suburban behind; and then another couple of Humvees. Overhead, two Little Bird helicopters scoured for ambushes. Any unsuspecting Iraqi driver meandering along on his own side of the road, minding his own business, was swooped upon and pressed – without physical contact, just – into the gutter. Traffic at intersections was held up in advance by more Humvees. To the Iraqi eye, the whole business could not be so very different from Saddam’s time. But I remembered that Bremer’s car had been raked by gunfire on the road to the airport not long before and the violence confronting us was not a joke.

Pachachi understood without needing to be told what his task would be that month. As both President of the IGC and Chairman of the Drafting Committee for the Transitional Administrative Law, he had to take the lead in steering between the two most prominent rocks on the road: Sistani on the one side and the Kurds on the other. Bremer laid heavy emphasis on the implementation of the 15 November Agreement as it stood. Pachachi wanted to go and see the Ayatollah himself, to work out a deal, but as a secular Sunni he was unlikely to carry the necessary weight. We persuaded him to wait a while longer, to see whether the religious Shia had learnt a lesson from their failure to get away with the letter to Kofi Annan. That initiative had not been the only one attempted by Abdul Aziz al Hakim while Bremer was absent over Christmas. He had also driven through a proposal (Resolution 137) that the women of Iraq should be treated strictly according to Islamic law, causing widespread horror amongst the enthusiastic liberals of Baghdad and the north. Maysoon al Damluji, as Deputy Minister of Culture one of the rare women ministers and a close associate of Pachachi’s, was pleased to hear in that same meeting that Bremer, without whose approval no government decision could be made, would refuse to sign any such legislation if it came to him for approval.

Bremer next decided to take on the Kurds, who still had to be persuaded that a united Iraq was in their best interests. 2 January was chosen as the day for our first round with the Kurdish leadership and Bremer’s team in one Black Hawk and the British and other hangers-on in the second set off for the northern city of Irbil. Flying with the boss was an aerial version of the drive through Baghdad. A third, decoy, Black Hawk full of security men flew alongside, while two heavily armed Apaches circled around at a distance like sheepdogs in the sky, swooping over villages ahead of us to check them out for trouble and exposing themselves bravely in the process, as they flew low enough to be attacked by rocket-propelled grenades. Sheep, goats, donkeys and birds scattered in panic beneath us as we roared along, while people stared up in sudden surprise. I was interested to see that most Iraqis in the countryside waved at us, but two or three smallholders leapt forward and grabbed a few stones to hurl bad-temperedly as we passed over. I took the gesture as deep-felt concern for their chickens.

Once we had reached the hilltop hotel outside Irbil, beyond the northern foothills, which looked amazingly green after the recent rains, Jalal Talabani and Masoud Barzani soon appeared, the first time I had ever seen the two men together. The contrast in their personalities – avuncular charm on the one hand and mountain grit on the other – came through even more plainly than when we saw them separately. But the substance this time was deadly serious for us all. Bremer had prepared a hardline approach and warned them they could not dictate their version of the TAL’s federal structure. Neither one tried to argue for a separate Kurdistan. They knew that this was unrealistic in the present circumstances, with Turkey breathing over them and support from the US and the UK most improbable. But they did press their arguments for minimal interference from Baghdad and embellished them with a long history of the reasons why, which Bremer had to bring to a halt to preserve our chances of getting back to Baghdad before nightfall.

We went carefully through the various points that would need to be settled in the TAL negotiation, saying very firmly that all the long-term issues, such as the status of Kirkuk and the detail of the federal relationship, would have to be left to the new permanent constitution. The two Kurds fought back with determination, until Bremer and I jointly unveiled our trump card: they could not expect the protection of the US and UK Governments, which had served them so well over the previous twelve years, if they did not recognise the limits at this stage of the transition. I had no idea whether London would actually back this up if it came to the test, but a line had to be drawn or we would never find a way forward. Jerry then threw in a nicely timed sweetener: the United States would ensure that Arab Iraq would not be in a position to reverse the degree of devolution granted to the Kurdish region once it was agreed within the IGC. Barzani and Talabani breathed an audible sigh of relief. We decided to deliver one last warning. We told them that their henchmen’s behaviour in Kirkuk, where the Kurds were now in a majority and throwing their weight around, was unacceptable. The minorities in Kurdish territory had to be respected or the Kurdish minority in Iraq would not deserve the same treatment. We would not tolerate the correction of Saddam’s abuses by Saddam’s methods. They took the point. Our group flew back down through the wintry sunset and on into the dark, satisfied with the afternoon’s work.

Now that we had secured the basis for the Kurds’ cooperation, the principal obstacle to a transitional law was Grand Ayatollah Sistani. This remarkable Iranian-born Shia cleric, who had barely left the precinct of the Najaf mosque and his adjoining house for thirty-seven years and yet filled the need of virtually all Iraqi Shias, indeed most Iraqi Arabs, for paternal guidance in their public affairs, showed an extraordinarily perceptive understanding of the real political battle lines. I always felt that his influence on developments in this unprecedented period of Iraq’s history was, on balance, positive. He preached for an Iraq united in justice and against violence. He kept the Shia community as calm as he could in the face of bitter provocation from extremist Sunni terrorism. He understood the need to protect Iraq’s independence from neighbourly interference, including Iran’s. Rejecting the temptation to take on a political role, which he realised most Iraqis wanted to see separated from religious duty, he steadfastly refused ever to meet a representative of the Coalition. He was deeply suspicious of American motives and determined to prevent the Shias of Iraq from being robbed of their natural majority. But he also realised that without the Americans Saddam Hussein would never have been removed and that the presence of Coalition forces was necessary for a while to stop Iraqis from tearing their country apart.

These considerations held Sistani back from issuing a fatwa against the 15 November Agreement. But he did not like it. He did not accept the American contention that early elections were impracticable, believing that this was their excuse for hanging on to power through their appointed proxies. The US-proposed alternative, local caucuses to produce popular candidates for a transitional assembly, seemed to him no less complex or vulnerable to violence than full elections. He disliked the idea of an American-shaped law for the transitional period, fearing that principles would be established that were alien to Islam and the Iraqi way. He never abandoned his judgement that national elections should precede any other step in the political process. Hence the end-December appeal to the UN from Abdul Aziz al Hakim, which we read as probably a genuine if mishandled attempt to square the circle and bring Sistani on board. The Grand Ayatollah rejected the UN Secretary-General’s reply to the Hakim letter, which upheld the UN’s doubt about early elections, as over-influenced by the US.

Bremer’s frustration grew. He was not going to give in to Sistani on elections and he put his Governance team through seemingly endless variations of the caucuses concept. I supported him on the first and remained agnostic on the second, expecting it to collapse under the weight of its own impracticability. The pressure from Washington for a solution steadily increased as the implications of a long stalemate sank in. The National Security Council had gradually taken over the management of the politics of Iraq from the Pentagon over the previous few weeks, responding to President Bush’s insistence that there should be better coordination within the administration after an autumn of growing fractiousness between the various departments. I only picked up odd hints of the full story, as I realised that Bremer’s telephone calls to Washington were increasingly going to Condoleezza Rice rather than to Donald Rumsfeld and as press stories commented on the Defense Secretary’s attempts to separate himself from responsibility for the lack of progress. The immediate symptom on the ground in Iraq was that Ambassador Robert Blackwill’s pragmatic but, in the context of Iraqi politics, heavy-handed influence increasingly made itself felt.

The State Department began to come more into the picture as the prospect of the end of the occupation period advanced and Bremer was irritated to find Secretary Powell telling the UN Secretary-General that the United States might well invite the UN to play a more active role. But there did not seem to be any alternative route that offered progress. Once UN headquarters realised that Washington was unlikely to reject the idea, Kofi Annan did indeed take up my proposal to call a meeting in New York of Iraqi, CPA and UN representatives. However strong the Administrator’s reluctance, meeting Sistani’s appeal for a UN judgement on when elections might be possible seemed to be the only way to break the impasse.

As these pressures built up, I took myself away from Baghdad for a spell. The British Embassy in Tehran had finally arranged a day’s programme for me there, overcoming the resentment I had caused a few weeks earlier when the Guardian newspaper highlighted a remark I made about the Iranian inclination to meddle in Iraq’s affairs. I knew that I would not achieve any change of heart in Tehran, but I had set myself the task of offering a briefing from the coal-face to each of the six neighbouring capitals. So colourful were the circulating rumours about the Coalition’s intentions to use Iraq for their own nefarious purposes that I think it helped, in my long conversations with Foreign Minister Kharazzi and other senior Iranian officials, to go over the reasons why we wanted to hand over power as soon as possible and why the best sort of Iraq for Iran would be a stable, economically prosperous neighbour interested in trade and a peaceful life. London’s approach, which I thought eminently sensible, was aimed at creating relationships all round that would promote that outcome. Passing back briefly through Baghdad, I reported these thoughts to Jerry Bremer, who was not in the slightest bit interested. To him Iran remained a source of trouble and little else. I had to admit that it was difficult to argue with him when reports of Iranian machinations in Iraq were coming through regularly. But this did not exorcise my instinct that in the longer term it was better to engage Iran than to threaten confrontation.

After an idyllic few days skiing in Switzerland it was time to catch up with London’s assessment of where we were heading. Since things did not seem to be going too badly around Basra, the Foreign Office was inclined to believe that it must be possible to turn round the security situation further north. They did not really know whether to accept my judgement that without Coalition reinforcements violence would continue, even escalate, into the indefinite future. Most people thought I was right, but since the political and economic areas were so interconnected with security, higher troop numbers were not necessarily going to solve the problem on their own. In any case, they appeared to be ruled out by the United States. I decided to stop bashing my head against that particular wall. The US and the UK had to stay and finish the job: to depart defeated was unthinkable. Together, we had chosen to do the task this way and we had to bear the costs. From then on, my line in public and in private was that perseverance would in the end be effective, so long as both the Coalition and the Iraqi people could tolerate the worst days of violence. My overt message was that it was doable, with pain. Privately, I could not be sure that we were not heading for failure.

In London I heard that the date for a UN meeting had now been fixed for 19 January. In Number Ten Downing Street, Nigel Sheinwald wanted to know whether the Sistani problem could be circumvented: perhaps the Prime Minister should try for direct contact with the Grand Ayatollah to convince him that our publicly expressed aims were genuine. I advised against: a rejection was too likely, Washington would be cross and the press would make a meal of it. We had no alternative but to leave the Americans in the lead and make the most of UN involvement – if it happened: I thought the UN Secretariat would resist being drawn back into action inside Iraq just to dig the United States out of the deepening pit.
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Growing Anxiety in Washington

Before taking the flight to New York for the UN meeting I decided to risk a telephone call to Kofi Annan from London. Always approachable but never easy to advise, the Secretary-General would, I knew, be trying to avoid two undesirable outcomes: risking more UN lives on a US problem and seeing the UN left on the sidelines of the most significant security issue of his tenure. The 19 January gathering would be his first direct and public involvement on the details of Iraq since the Canal Hotel bombing in August. When I reached him, he seemed glad to go over some of the sensitivities in bringing together the CPA and the Iraqi leadership on his own home ground. He told me that he was not ready to decide whether the UN should help out over the transition timetable, but he accepted that a team should prepare for a role in Baghdad once the Iraqis had taken back responsibility for governing themselves and he saw that this could be linked with assisting the selection process for the proposed national assembly and government. I pointed out the opportunity presented by Washington’s need for help at this precise moment: they genuinely wanted the UN to play a vital role now in the political process. He took the point, but I could tell that, unsurprisingly, his instinct was for caution.

John Sawers travelled with me to New York to represent the Foreign Office and we sought out our US and UN Secretariat counterparts for a round of preliminary skirmishing. We knew the Americans were at last serious about bringing the UN in when Robert Blackwill started to talk about the possibility of engaging Lakhdar Brahimi for the task. Brahimi, who was coming to the end of his remarkable stint as UN Special Representative in Afghanistan, was well known for his independence of mind and his capacity for making uncomfortable proposals. Washington’s desire to capture his credibility and authority was a clear sign it was now prepared to pay a price for the legitimising involvement of the United Nations. On the UN side, Kieran Prendergast, the British Under-Secretary-General for Political Affairs, predicted that Annan would remain reserved about next steps, and that Brahimi would be extremely reluctant to be dragged into Iraq when he had so firmly opposed the invasion. We would be in for a difficult time if, when the Americans had finally brought themselves to accept a genuine role for the United Nations, the latter turned them down. We failed to hold any preparatory meeting with the IGC delegation. Adnan Pachachi, Ahmed Chalabi, Abdul Aziz al Hakim and Mohsen Abdul Hamid, accompanied by the Ministers of Foreign Affairs and Planning, passed us in the corridor as we each attended our separate meetings with the Secretary-General. The choreography was telling: it looked as though the UN was bringing two warring parties together to try to broker a solution. No wonder Bremer looked so uncomfortable with it all.

Down in the bowels of the UN building in cramped Conference Room 8, selected no doubt because it was the only meeting-room with a circular table, Annan led off the main meeting with a brief and judicious introduction, asking to hear whatever assessments people had to offer. Pachachi and Bremer followed with unorchestrated but consonant appeals for the UN to send a team to Iraq to assess options for choosing the transitional assembly. The Secretary-General missed my bid to speak immediately after Bremer and brought in Abdul Aziz al Hakim, who starkly distanced himself from the 15 November Agreement and his Iraqi colleagues by expressing an explicit preference for early direct elections. I countered this by underlining the series of elections agreed on 15 November and suggested that we should all be able to agree on steps short of elections in 2004 that were as representative, transparent and inclusive as possible under the circumstances. With a mildly hypocritical but loyal nod to current CPA policy, I proposed that the parties represented around the table should arrange to hold a detailed discussion of the caucus concept, which could be seen as introducing an advance element of democracy into the process; but I said that early national elections were not going to be practicable. This provoked a hastily penned note from Blackwill reprimanding me for hinting that the US was prepared to discuss alternatives to the caucus system – an intervention that I could not understand when he had, the evening before, made a very explicit distinction between partial and direct national elections, the same point that I had just made. I scribbled a reply saying that I had not suggested any such thing.

The meeting went through several more laps of the table, covering security, the economy, a whole host of things, but skirting round the critical question of whether the UN would be prepared to offer help in the short term. John Sawers passed me a slip of paper with suggestions for a more direct approach. So I intervened again to ask Kofi Annan whether he could clarify the Secretariat’s position. Was he willing to plan for an eventual UN presence on the ground and, if so, could the preparations for this eventuality begin with immediate advice on the right sequence of steps and the appointment of a Special Representative to handle it? Would it not make sense to send out a security assessment expert to see what might be done? The Secretary-General eventually acknowledged the CPA request for an early UN assessment and undertook to follow up with technical discussions amongst his own people before giving a full reply.

After a hurried press conference, during which Bremer and I pointed up the wide area of agreement between the IGC and the CPA on almost everything except the detailed procedures for creating a national assembly, John Sawers accompanied me to the top of the building to find Lakhdar Brahimi. John had not met Brahimi before, but I had grown to know him well during my years in New York, as Kofi Annan turned to him frequently for wise and independent advice, as he had with Sergio de Mello, and to help him on the hardest issues. Now seventy, his wiry features were beginning to show his years, but his mental energy was undimmed. I liked his directness and, since we found it possible to talk to each other about the most difficult issues, constantly learnt from his formidable experience.

John and I briefed him on the exchanges downstairs and listened to his account of developments in Afghanistan – all relevant and interesting as evidence of what the UN could achieve when properly mandated and resourced, but he was not getting to our real issue. I threw a direct question at him: would he be prepared to help in Iraq? He said he had barely had a day off in two years and could not at his age move on to such an intensive assignment without a proper break. But he betrayed his interest in the substance by criticising the CPA’s approach on municipal and provincial caucuses to produce a national assembly, which he said would not work, after which he suggested that he would be too inclined to give the Americans a hard time to be useful. He launched into a critique of all the main Iraqi parties, wondering – as we had been doing for months – where the right leadership was going to come from. John was impressed by this evidence that Brahimi would be his own man: Kieran Prendergast’s predictions in that respect were borne out. We were left with the feeling that if Kofi Annan decided the UN had to take up the opportunity on offer, Brahimi would in the end be persuadable, both because he was a loyal UN servant and because Iraq was the great issue of the day.

That meeting in New York turned out to be the catalyst we needed for renewed momentum. Two weeks later Lakhdar Brahimi was appointed Special Representative and came out to Iraq alongside a team of UN electoral experts led by Carina Perelli from the Department of Political Affairs. Despite some vicious Shia propaganda against Brahimi for his alleged Sunni bias, Ayatollah Sistani decided to hold direct talks with him, as he had never done with any CPA representative: for all his suspicion that the United States might seek to control the UN agenda, Sistani saw greater legitimacy in the UN than he ever did in the CPA. Brahimi eventually produced a report in the spring which, to Sistani’s irritation, argued that national elections would not be sensible before the mid-2004 transfer of responsibility and would require at least eight months’ preparation once the interim Iraqi structures were in place. The caucuses were consigned to the back-burner and the Governing Council, some of whose members were hoping that they would come through these disputes as the only acceptable de facto government, was assigned no significant role in the next stage. Everyone lost something. It was a compromise of considerable artistry, fulfilling the expectations of those in Washington who valued movement over principle. It certainly caused London very few problems and indicated what Sergio de Mello might have achieved if he had survived.

Immediately following our trip to New York, John Sawers came out to Baghdad to take the political temperature at first hand. Our Diplomatic Service boss, Sir Michael Jay, accompanied him because difficult and expensive decisions now needed to be taken on the security and accommodation of the British team as well as on policy. Both for the Americans and ourselves, the cost of establishing a protected presence over the coming period was to amount to more than the rest of our Middle East embassies combined. With the count of rockets that had landed in the Green Zone now reaching well into three figures, I had decided that every Briton should sleep under hard cover. Michael Jay’s visit led to a decision to put everyone in portable cabins under the firmly built but unattractive car park of the Green Zone Conference Centre.

John and I went to call on Iyad Allawi, the often disaffected member of the Governing Council with whom I kept more closely in touch than any other. He was at his gloomiest: Sistani was polarising the communities; the IGC and the CPA were losing their grip; the Iraqi street was dismissive about the UN initiative, which they read as CPA desperation and weakness. He believed that matters were going to deteriorate badly. He responded to our entreaty to step up his efforts to build bridges to the Sunni community, but he felt there was a limit to what he could do. He asked us to consider postponing the handover date beyond the end of June. We said there was no chance of this. John came away rather depressed. We went on to other calls where the mood was lighter: Ibrahim al Jaafari, Nasreen Berwari (the impressive female Minister of Municipalities and Public Works) and Masoud Barzani, who was on a rare visit to Baghdad. All thought that deals were possible, but there was no doubt the tensions were rising.

From late January onwards the hard pounding on the text of the Transitional Administrative Law began in earnest. Three main issues, rooted in the depths of Iraq’s disturbed history, had to be addressed over and above the arrangements for the transition. The first was the relationship between the various communities of Iraq, who in long generations had not been able to develop freely or to protect themselves. No accurate figure existed of their numbers, since the last census had been taken in 1979 and even that was contested. The more reasonable claims made by each (usually 65 per cent for the Shia Arabs, 30 per cent for the Kurds and 25 per cent for the Sunni Arabs) were exaggerated but passionately defended. The CPA assumed that the real figures stood somewhere in the region of 60 per cent for the Shia and 20 per cent for the other two, with the Kurds slightly ahead of the Sunnis. 1 or 2 per cent had to be reserved for the much smaller minorities of Turcomans, Assyrians, Chaldaeans, Jezzidis and others, of whom only the first two were represented in the Governing Council. Minority rights obviously had to be protected, but the central issue was whether both the Kurds (mostly Sunni Muslims) and the Sunni Arabs could come to terms with a democratic system that would almost certainly place them under Shia rulers. If they could not, the Kurds retained the option of retreating into an autonomous region in the mountains, as they had done for the last twelve years of Saddam’s rule. The Sunnis, whose main numbers were to be found west and north of Baghdad but whose tribal areas would be hard to coalesce into a viable separate territory, were more fearful of what change would bring. Because they had learnt better to accommodate Saddam, they were also less well organised politically now that he was gone.

The second issue was religion. Iraq is often described as a largely secular state and it is true that a majority of Iraqis, probably even a majority of Shia Iraqis, would reject an Islamic political structure comparable with Iran’s. But we probably underestimated the effect of religious feeling in the country. Most Iraqis are practising Muslims and feel keenly (95 per cent in one poll taken during the CPA period) that Islam forms an essential part of their identity. Given the mixed success generally of the combination of Islam and democracy and, in Iraq, the polarised attitudes towards the religious Shia parties, the way Islam would feature in the TAL and later in the new constitution was bound to raise passions.

The third issue was the relationship between the central power of the state and its constituent parts. Commentators frequently refer to the risk of civil war in Iraq and, if relations between the main communities break down, the possibility of conflict cannot be dismissed. But CPA analysts regarded such a development as less likely than the failure of the central system to hold the loyalty of the local communities and the fragmentation of Iraq into many more than three parts. Even the Kurds, left to their own devices through the 1990s, spent as much time fighting with each other as keeping Saddam Hussein at bay. The PUK and the KDP remained uneasy partners in this negotiation. A united Iraq, the only honourable outcome from the US–UK intervention, would have to be founded on the attachment of all three large communities to the centre; and therefore all three would have to agree to any constitutional arrangement. The Shia majority developed strong views about minority vetoes, but their future depended on the three groups sticking together.

These were big questions for foreigners to negotiate among peoples whom no power in history had ever forged into a stable unit on this territory. Bremer faced one further problem: Washington’s extreme anxiety as the days and weeks passed that the handover date should be met with Iraq in a passable state. To his mind, I was not making his job any easier. When John Sawers, with whom his relationship had been smoother, came out to Baghdad in late January, Bremer appealed to him to get me to adhere more faithfully to US policy lines. He was tired of absorbing contrary advice and comment from his UK partners. Normally I would go into Jerry’s study to sort out any differences, convincing him I think, because it was true, that I was fully supportive of his targets even if I held my own views on how to get there. John and I had a word about the problem and I went across to Bremer’s office to repeat the message: I was there to help, even if I sometimes saw things from a different angle.

Jerry said he accepted this and hinted that his larger problem was Washington. I think he recognised that at least I understood something about the intricate make-up of Iraq and his need to forge a delicate balance between its myriad pieces. Washington micro-managed from a distance without that understanding. I distinctly remember the 29 January morning meeting being aroused from its routine ritual by an injunction from Bremer that Washington was to be ignored if it attempted to set strategic targets directly with any part of the CPA: only objectives agreed by him were valid. He had enough on his hands cementing the separate paths of the civilian and military wings of US power in Iraq without the sorcerer’s apprentice playing havoc in his own system.

Once my visitors had left, I rejoined Bremer for the intensifying negotiations over the Transitional Administrative Law (TAL). He chose to concentrate first on the Kurds. We continued through a series of tussles with Barzani and Talabani to draw them to a point where they would be committed to a united Iraq without losing their traditional way of life. Everyone understood that the Kurds would never renounce their long-term aspiration to independence, but that was not a choice for now; nor could they make no choice at all. They wanted a clear designation of Kurdish territory, including the city of Kirkuk; the continuation of the Kurdish National Assembly, with local government structures responsible to it; and the maintenance of the Peshmerga as a fighting force for the defence of the Kurdish homeland. The first and third of these were unobtainable from the Iraqi Arabs. The CPA decided to leave all questions of internal boundaries for the constitution proper in 2005. Bremer decided to play hardball on the Peshmerga. Although to Kurdish minds it was not a militia, he insisted that it should be brought within the framework of national security forces or disbanded. He felt he would otherwise be laying the new state open to the continuation of all the other private armies.

The IGC had established a drafting committee for the Transitional Administrative Law, chaired by Adnan Pachachi and served by a cross-section of skilful Iraqi lawyers. The twentieth century in Iraq was dotted with attempts to design the definitive constitution, none of which were respected by the executive from the time of British rule onwards. But the experience left behind a talented legal profession. The world imagined that the CPA, or at least some shadowy group of American lawyers, was guiding the Iraqi pen through every clause of the new draft, but Pachachi kept his independence, conscious that this was Iraq’s business and that he had to sell the product eventually to the people around Ayatollah Sistani. He realised he would have to leave the Kurds to the Coalition, as that was where the leverage lay. The tension rose as Masoud Barzani dug in against the draft wording on security forces and on the nature of the federal structure. For one interminable early February session, trapped by a snowfall up in the Salahaddin fastness, Bremer and I ground through the text word by word, trying to invent formulae to express the precise median line between independence and weak autonomy. It was a strange place to dredge up echoes of Security Council drafting habits. We eventually hit on an approach that might work and slithered back down the icy roads to relocate in our helicopters. Only when we were back in Baghdad did we discover that the compromise we had lit upon might not be acceptable to Washington because it went against their idea of the precise federal arrangement needed to satisfy Sistani. Bremer set aside for a few days any thought of re-opening the text with the Kurds. It would have brought the whole TAL negotiation to a halt.

My frustration deepening that the CPA was being overruled by Washington just when Bremer was getting to grips with the realities on the ground, I took myself off for a day down the shabby roads of east-central Iraq to the poorest provincial capital, Al Kut. There I saw just how vulnerable the local British team’s headquarters was on the banks of the Tigris (it was later attacked and almost overrun) and heard the bitter complaints of struggling independent politicians about the corruption and intimidation practised by the larger political parties. How were we ever going to make a stable democracy out of this place?

Anne was now out in Baghdad and came with me on this trip, travelling in a separate car as a precaution. With the experience of her recently completed SAS training course in the Brecon Beacons, she was rather more aware of the security risks than I was, having long ago handed myself over to the care of my top-class Royal Military Police bodyguards. Visiting women’s groups regularly in the centre of Baghdad, she was more often exposed to the chance of an attack than those of us whose daily routine unfolded on safer ground. But in her six weeks out there she only once had a weapon raised against her in anger. Walking with a female colleague the safe hundred yards from the Green Zone Convention Centre to the Governing Council compound, she was told to stop and retreat by the American guard at the gate, gun raised. Explaining that her pool car had disappeared and waving her pass to show that she had CPA work to do, she advanced a few more steps. There was another shout and the sound of a trigger being cocked. She decided that the future of the women of Iraq could be put on hold for a little longer and she backed off. We only later discovered that the security rules about pedestrians had been changed, without anyone bothering to give notice to mere civilians.

Bremer by now had his own lines out to Ayatollah Sistani and the inner core of political clerics who surrounded him, sometimes through carefully drafted letters and occasionally through intermediaries. From these he developed an accurate view of what might or might not set off the fuse for a public rejection of the TAL by the religious Shia. A Sistani fatwa would be fatal, and it worried Washington. But bowing to the Shias would lose us the Sunnis and the Kurds. I thought that Bremer had the trade-off about right. Although the Sunni community featured less in our diplomacy than we would have liked, we were constantly looking for ways of reaching out to them and of bringing aid projects into their area. IGC politicians such as Pachachi, Allawi, al Yawar, al Rubaie and al Sumaidaie, who was the most liberal of the independent Sunnis, tried hard to bring Sunni local leaders in to their coalitions. I occasionally joined Allawi’s meetings with Sunni tribal leaders and I once made a speech to a Rubaie-inspired conference of cross-community dignitaries. Somehow the various streams of activity never coalesced into a river. History had not prepared them for the necessary compromises and we in the Coalition failed to motivate them politically.

Ahmed Chalabi also had a clear view of the need for bridge-building. His political future depended on it. He recognised but was not deterred by his low popularity as an exile: it meant that he would need powerful allies. Before the war and in the early stages after it, he tried to hitch himself to the United States. Each side then realised that it was not going to work, though the Americans in Baghdad, like the British, continued to talk to him because he could be revealing and perceptive about the constantly swirling movement of political forces. Next he planned to create a faction from the great landowning families of Iraq, drawing on his father’s connections, but came to see that the time for such an elite hierarchy had passed. Gradually he began to move across to the strongest single camp within the IGC, the religious Shia, because they possessed what he did not, a significant political organisation, and he could offer what they lacked, financial backing. He also saw the advantage of staying on the right side of Iran. I well remember one moment during these TAL negotiations when he arrived at the Republican Palace with a Shia group led by Mohammed Bahr al Uloom and Bremer received them in the main CPA meeting-room. Uloom, a political independent, delivered a sharp homily on the need to respect the natural Shia majority and Chalabi came in behind him. As he started, he uttered the devout Muslim’s preamble to a formal speech: ‘Bismillah ar rahman ar rahim’ – ‘In the name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful.’ Jerry Bremer leaned my way and whispered, ‘That’s a first.’ Chalabi’s final choice of partners proved a telling one and he reaped the benefits in the January 2005 elections. The legitimacy these ties bestowed on him and his alliance, combined with his personal effectiveness as an Administrator, convinced the Americans that they would have to start dealing with him again if they wanted the central government to work.

In early February Paul Wolfowitz came through on a visit (making it necessary for the CPA to hide another visitor, Tom Warwick, the chief author of the ‘Future of Iraq’ paper, from his view). Wolfowitz asked me straight out how I thought Sistani would react to the evolving negotiation. Governance Section and the British team had been brainstorming that week on exactly this question. I said the CPA should be allowed to follow its own sense of where the balance lay between the communities. If we constantly took the Iraqis’ view on what they regarded as acceptable we would invite an escalation of bidding. So long as the United States remained convincing about its intention to leave Iraq to the Iraqis as soon as possible, Sistani would be satisfied. His first consideration, judging by his words and his actions so far, was to bring about a working democracy for all Iraqis and not just a Shia majority. If Iran had more malign objectives in mind it still had not found the strategic levers to impose them; and Sistani, as an Iranian exile and rival to Iran’s religious hierarchy, was largely independent from Iranian influence in setting his priorities. I suggested that it would be better to leave Sistani to draw his own conclusions about the risks of dividing Iraq than to run after him as each objection to a drafting point emerged. The fine judgement that needed to be made was when to schedule the first full set of elections. If, as seemed increasingly to be the case, Bremer was inclined to fuse together the early 2005 elections for a constitutional assembly and late 2005 elections for a new government promised in the 15 November Agreement, this might be enough to persuade Sistani and the religious Shia not to mutiny – all the more so if the UN delivered a verdict that elections could not safely be held earlier. Wolfowitz offered no argument against this analysis; but then most American players held back on definitive opinions in private conversation when they were uncertain where the authoritative view amongst principals in Washington might come out.

A day or two later I checked privately with Bremer to see what continuing pressure he was under from Washington to fine-tune the details of the federalist structure. He said that, following his resistance to the Pentagon’s attempts to deny the Kurds the continuation of the Kurdish Regional Government, because they feared it would prolong the Shia resistance to a TAL settlement, there appeared to be a temporary lull. He mentioned that he had exchanged letters with Ayatollah Sistani offering a US guarantee of elections within a certain period and constraints on the independent powers of the Transitional National Assembly – moves I certainly supported from the UK viewpoint but of which we would not have been informed if I had not put the question. The interesting development, however, was that Sistani had implicitly accepted that early direct elections were unlikely to be condoned by the UN team, which had now started its work. The realities were beginning to weigh on him too. Jerry subsequently showed me, on strict terms of confidentiality, the text of this written exchange. When I then held another brainstorming with Governance Section, I discovered that they were not up to date with the latest Bremer–Washington interplay and I swapped my assessment for their read-out of the next steps in the negotiation. I do not think the Iraqis had any idea that the negotiation that Bremer was conducting with them was only half as intensive as the one he was engaged in within the swirling ranks of his own administration.

Embroiled as we were in the TAL negotiations, we were not insensitive to the growing toll from violence. Everyone now had to assume that he or she was a possible target. CPA workers on women’s rights in the south were shot in cold blood at a roadblock. Suicide bombers began, as I had always feared, to attack the entry points of the Green Zone and early one February morning we held a sad memorial service for the Iraqi staff killed at Assassins’ Gate three weeks earlier. On 1 February in Irbil two bombers entered the line of well-wishers at the KDP’s Feast of the Sacrifice celebration and blew themselves and 105 others to oblivion. I accompanied Bremer on a low, cold flight up to Kurdistan to express our condolences to Barzani and Talabani. He could not resist using the contact to try out some late suggestions from Washington on a crucial part of the text. It did not go down too well, but perhaps the CPA team was not looking for the most propitious moment to inject proposals that they did not regard as constructive.

At the end of the first week of February Robert Blackwill returned to Baghdad accompanied by Lakhdar Brahimi. The UN elections team had been examining the options on the ground for a few days, confident of their considerable experience in this field and firmly resistant to any outside influence. These arrivals multiplied by three or four the number of cooks in the front kitchen and it quietened for a while the voices in the back one in Washington. Blackwill was careful to take the UK view as he became more deeply involved in the small-text calculations of each stage, both out of genuine interest in our assessment of a theatre we knew well and as a running check on our conformity to US guidelines. Our problem at any one moment was to fathom which US loyalty test we were being subjected to.

As for Brahimi, he immediately called me in to present my opinions. In a not-unfriendly way he signalled that he needed to keep his political distance. He emphasised the UN’s autonomy by conducting the hearing in the style of a parliamentary select committee. He gave little away at this point of his own impressions, but I lodged with him my firm view that direct elections in 2004 were neither practicable nor politically wise. Three days later he told me he was moving towards a recommendation that the June date for the end of the occupation should be adhered to, that elections should not be attempted until early 2005 and that they should be for a double-function assembly, which would have both legislative and constitutional responsibilities. He had no opinion on the method of choosing the interim government for July. These views of his never changed, despite American pressure on him to produce an alternative to the caucuses system. I concluded that he had arrived with his mind more or less made up and nothing he heard on the ground in Iraq inclined him to change it.

Throughout these interwoven discussions with outside administrators and advisers I kept up a running series of private exchanges with the most accessible senior Iraqis – the devout Shia, Mowaffaq al Rubaie, who kept close to the goings-on around Sistani; Mohsen Abdul Hamid of the Iraqi Islamic Party, the only political organisation in the Sunni area with an identifiable personality; Ahmed Chalabi as he ranged across the spectrum looking for an opening; and occasionally Abdul Aziz al Hakim as the back-marker on the religious Shia side. We were all gradually getting used to each other as partners. I also continued to touch base with Iyad Allawi, who held the most forthright views on the practicality of what we were attempting, had ideas on how to defeat the insurgency, and was independent to the point of insouciance as to the eventual outcome for himself. In the second week of February he presented me with an apocalyptic forecast: Sistani was adamant about early elections and would not compromise; Brahimi would not survive the virulent Shia criticism of him as a Sunni Arab Nationalist; Iran was interfering outrageously and drawing the political opportunists, whom he did not have to name, towards them; and the insurgency and terrorist violence was unstoppable. He did not regard the CPA as having the momentum or the impact on Iraqi public opinion to cope with these threats. He said he had decided to travel to Washington within the next two or three weeks to ask the administration to delay the transfer of sovereignty.

When I went over Allawi’s concerns with Bob Blackwill he reacted calmly. The intelligence did not support this assessment of Sistani’s position. In the other areas the Coalition had no choice but to soldier on. Later I showed him the record of my exchange with Allawi, for transparency’s sake and to give him the detail. It contained a passage on a separate issue over which the UK was temporarily in dispute with the United States: the need for a security cooperation agreement with an independent Iraq so that Coalition forces could remain in the country by invitation. Washington was reluctant to open up this area of potential trouble, but London had more exacting legal requirements and was eager to normalise the status of our military operation. Knowing that Allawi would take a close interest in the area, I sought his view on the likelihood that an independent Iraqi government would approve such an agreement. He thought they would. Blackwill seized on this snippet and took me to task for washing dirty Coalition laundry with an outsider. I later received a handwritten note from him, asking me in the name of the White House to adhere strictly to CPA policies in every respect. He seemed to have missed the point that this particular item was not CPA policy, because London and Washington had not yet reached a common position, nor for that matter was it always easy to know what was.

As always throughout this saga, I shared an account of our daily struggle with London. I think they sometimes wished that I would rock the boat a little less vigorously, but I knew what they wanted on the substance and was ready to be judged by results. Unlike Bremer, I was never micro-managed and I was happy to keep it that way. Yet tensions were growing as the February days lengthened. The Prime Minister telephoned at one stage for a first-hand read-out, clearly worried that another stalemate might develop, and I was asked to find a date to come back to London to go over the details of what we were getting ourselves into.

Meanwhile the spectrum of conditions for the people of Iraq continued to widen. Security worsened, with two separate incidents on one awful day in February when fifty Iraqi recruits were killed by suicide car-bombs. Electricity generation remained sluggish. Day-long queues formed at gas stations and taxi drivers turned into gasoline smugglers. It was easy for the media to paint a constantly gloomy picture. On the other hand, the streets swarmed with business; cars, washing machines and TV satellite dishes were being imported at an unprecedented rate; schools and universities were running and oil production was creeping up. There was progress and there was carnage. Almost everyone we met – Anne put the question to a good variety of women’s groups – expressed gratitude to the Coalition for having rid Iraq of the Saddam regime. They then asked why we had to take so long to restore law and order. It was from these indications that we increasingly realised that the prospects for success no longer rested with the Coalition: it would depend on the tolerance and stamina of the Iraqi people.

There were even moments of passable normality. On 19 February the Iraqi National Symphony Orchestra put on a concert in the Green Zone’s Convention Centre. Proud of their heritage but short of rehearsal time, they settled themselves on stage and waited for the expected audience of a thousand to turn up. With two or three hundred in their seats and the clock ticking, Maysoon al Damluji, the Deputy Minister of Culture and their paymaster, marched on to the stage and instructed them to get going. Silence was demanded and they launched into their overture. Barely twenty bars into it a mobile phone started to ring. The conductor stopped and glared round at the audience, ready to punish this mark of disrespect. The phone rang again and the first cellist sheepishly fished his phone out of his pocket. There was huge amusement in the audience, but the incident did not diminish the poignancy of Fauré’s Elegy later in the programme.

By 23 February the CPA’s tortuous negotiations with the Kurds were far enough along to fix a wider discussion within the Governing Council. A meeting between Lakhdar Brahimi and Ayatollah Sistani eased some of the Shia tension over early elections: the two wily old foxes apparently got on better than either of them had expected. Sistani’s recognition that he was unlikely to obtain UN backing did not mean that he would accept whatever the IGC concluded, but Bremer decided that, with the end-February deadline less than a week away, the textual negotiations would have to go into almost continuous session. Washington remained in a state of heightened anxiety. Fed by Blackwill’s reports from Baghdad on the lack of progress, they were beginning to suggest that, if the Iraqis could not make up their minds on the next steps, the best arrangement for July would be to turn the Governing Council into the interim government. This seemed perverse to me. After all our concern about Sistani’s capacity to block a reasonable solution, this would have fulfilled his worst expectations. When I heard that Number Ten were wondering whether they should not humour Washington on this, I decided I would have to intervene. The Governing Council would have no legitimacy. The image of an occupation would remain, while the CPA would no longer have the authority to control the political process. The decision would play directly into the hands of the insurgency. I ran this analysis by Jerry Bremer, who agreed.

At this point, Bremer called all nine Presidents to his villa to go through the draft text of the Transitional Law that Pachachi’s committee had produced. Little progress was made, not least because Bremer himself was distracted by a visit from Rumsfeld the same day and had to absent himself to deal with a new Pentagon initiative to take over control of the Iraqi police, as well as the armed forces, on the grounds that their budget was providing the funding. Bremer’s deputy, Dick Jones, and I pushed painfully through the main areas of difference, trying to avoid textual discussion by thrashing out eight major ‘concepts’ that were still causing trouble: the role of Islam, the powers of the Presidency, devolution to the provinces, the Army, the number of official languages (not just a Kurdish but also a Turcoman point), the promotion of women candidates for the Assembly, the judiciary and the conditions under which the TAL could later be amended. We partly solved the language issue, but the rest lived on to trouble us. As I left central Baghdad to catch a flight for London, I sank into a feeling of helplessness. Everything the CPA had learnt over these grinding months about the unique characteristics of Iraq was being overridden by the imperative of capitals’ immediate interests, and the UK government appeared not to want to argue with Washington when the downsides of the Americans’ preferred course of action lay several months away. My imminent visit to London was going to be timely.

I was luckier than most of my colleagues in being allowed the use of an RAF HS125 from Baghdad airport to Damascus, where I usually managed to catch a direct flight to London. The standard route for everyone else ran through Basra or Kuwait and was plagued by hours of waiting or by suddenly cancelled schedules. The penalty for the more fortunate resided in the style of take-off from Baghdad. Because of the ever-present danger of missiles we could not risk a conventional departure. Once airborne, the plane flew low along the runway and then turned on its side, the wing appearing to clip the tops of the bushes below. When some arbitrary angle had been achieved, it righted itself and climbed in a few seconds to ten thousand feet, leaving stomachs flipped sideways at ground level. On this particular day I had to go via Amsterdam, where the connecting desk for the London leg attempted to turn me away on the grounds that I had not left enough time between flights. I bad-temperedly pointed out that my presence at the check-in counter disproved them, that I had nothing but hand luggage and that they were about to lose me my job. Against odds lengthened by my poor tactics, I was allowed onto the flight and made it to Downing Street just in time.

The Prime Minister’s first question was ‘So how is it?’ On such occasions you give the short answer, but it strengthened my motivation to tell the full story at a later date. I argued for visible change in the present arrangements when an Iraqi government took over, and explained why. I suggested that if there were short-term considerations in capitals, which I accepted were a fact of political life, they had to be set against the importance of bringing Iraq to a respectable state in the end. I commended the shape and substance of the TAL we were trying to achieve, said my piece about the need to protect UK interests in the security field after handover, expressed frustration about the Pentagon’s attempt to take over the police, and spoke up for an enlarged UN role as soon as possible. Jack Straw was there and backed me up: he had throughout been handling the wider diplomatic context, including a series of Security Council resolutions, and recognised that, now we knew the security situation was unwinnable in the short term, the most important step was to obtain consensus on the structure and timetable for the transition. To my surprise, there was no argument. The Prime Minister wanted to know that what I was describing was achievable. I took a deep breath and said yes. He told us to get on with it.

We did not in this conversation touch on the reasons why we had failed to make more progress. A backward-looking discussion was never going to restore lost time or reform the American way of doing things. I had not so far attempted, and was not going to initiate now, an appeal to the Prime Minister to produce changes that I could not secure for myself in Baghdad. It would close down any relationship with Bremer and it would place too much strain on the London–Washington link. I did, however, ask Nigel Sheinwald to mention to Condoleezza Rice my view that Bremer was managing the TAL negotiations in the right way and should be left to engineer a result as he thought best. I was not sure whether this message got through, but the final days of the TAL struggle seemed, with the odd exception, to flow better.

I slept little on the return journey. The blacked-out HS125 dropped me down into Baghdad airport at 4 a.m. and the close-protection team drove me in through a deserted city. It was spooky travelling down the empty highway past the palm groves where Bremer, Sanchez and most recently Rumsfeld had had ambushes planned against them. We had scored a minor coup with the Americans in picking up a whisper of the Rumsfeld threat, enabling him to divert. As I arrived back at the British Villa, Anne was just getting up to begin her return journey to London and on to New York with the Iraqi women’s delegation to the UN. I was too tired to be of much help with her packing and was upset that she was leaving. She had made such a contribution in her six weeks, not just to the morale of the women she was working with but also to the sanity and good humour of the British CPA team. I fretted about her dawn exit down the same stretch of insidious road, but she e-mailed me from Kuwait at teatime to report that, apart from the interminable waiting on each leg of the journey, all was well.

It was hard to keep my eyes open for the rest of the day’s business. By now the TAL negotiations had shifted to the renovated government offices next to the original IGC headquarters and, when I rejoined it, the Council was creeping at an agonising pace through each paragraph of the text. After three and a half hours they had reached the seventh out of 160 articles, becoming increasingly stuck for a formula to describe the role of Islam in the state. Mohammed Bahr al Uloom, the senior cleric on the IGC but not the world’s most practised chairman, started to lose patience. Bremer, who wisely if uncharacteristically stayed silent throughout the session, wanted to continue through the night, which would have done me in, but Uloom adjourned before 10 p.m. We discovered that the religious Shia members were planning to travel down to Najaf the next morning, 26 February, to consult Ayatollah Sistani. That would scotch another day and we realised that the end-February deadline was becoming impossible to meet. We had no choice but to accept that keeping the most important off-stage participant briefed was an essential step.

While the remaining Council members continued their desultory work on the text, I took myself off for a tour of Saddam Hussein’s underground bunker beneath the nearby ‘Believers’ Palace’, as the Baath Party headquarters was known. This pseudo-Islamic monstrosity had been bombed to pieces in the first Gulf War, rebuilt through the 1990s and then destroyed again in March 2003. A group of Yugoslav companies had been engaged by Saddam to construct three floors of living and working quarters deep below ground. Several metres of layered rubber and reinforced concrete had been inserted between the floor of the upper building and the ceiling of the bunker. The blast-proof metal doors, manufactured in Germany, we were told, stood three feet thick. The palace itself had been torn to shreds by fourteen American 2,000-pound bombs, but the bunker was completely unscathed. The lower two floors were now flooded from the Tigris water table and millions of mosquitos were breeding there in the pitch dark. Apparently Saddam did not use the place much during the conflict, fearing that the US Air Force might have more powerful penetration bombs or that nuclear or chemical weapons might come into play. We found packets of chemical weapon antidotes lying around in the bunk-bedrooms. The machinery rooms were full of air-filtering and electrical back-up equipment. The emptiness of the place was eery, a powerful symbol of psychotic isolation.

In the evening Jerry Bremer and I, with Raad Alkadiri as interpreter, travelled across the city to dine with the Ayatollah of the Khadimiyah mosque in Baghdad, Hussein al Sadr, who was one of our allies in trying to bring Iraq back to peaceful unity. He was close to Mowaffaq al Rubaie on the IGC and communicated regularly with Ayatollah Sistani, though he could not claim to have a decisive influence on him. The evening had been planned to celebrate the launch of a remarkable ecumenical initiative by Canon Andrew White of Coventry Cathedral. Orthodox, Armenian, Catholic and Shia clerics were present, but their Sunni Muslim counterparts, although part of the initiative, never showed up. At the after-dinner tea-drinking stage, a plate of baklava was brought round by a young boy, who was asked by the Ayatollah to greet the Administrator with a kiss. He then stood alongside to have his photograph taken. I whispered discreetly to Andrew White: ‘Remember the pictures of Saddam and the young British captive in 1990?’ Andrew roared with laughter and repeated the question to the whole company in his booming voice. Bremer glowered. Raad could hardly contain himself.


19

Agreement at Last on the Political Process

On 27 February, with the whole Council back in session, the negotiations restarted in earnest, but the IGC could never last long without some kind of a distraction. Adnan Pachachi, now back in the chair, allowed the senior female member, Raja al Khuzai, to introduce a motion repealing the infamous Decree 137 on Women and Islamic Law which Abdul Aziz al Hakim had pushed through the depleted Council in December. It was passed by fifteen to ten. Immediately the meeting-room door was flung open and an ululating group of women poured in to celebrate. Adel Abdul Mehdi, Hakim’s deputy in the Council, rose abruptly and summoned the religious Shia group out of the chamber. End of session. I took the opportunity to telephone London and ask them to have a go at Washington about their constant attempts to insert textual changes as the negotiations proceeded, despite Bremer’s resistance. Number Ten called Condoleezza Rice, but it turned out she had already backed off. The rest of the day was spent trying to entice the Shias out of their sulking tent, but to little avail.

The next morning Bremer decided to call the Council to work in a series of different groups scattered about the government building. He, Dick Jones and I took turns leading them through the more difficult parts of the text, and runners carried suggested fixes from room to room as we went on. Bremer then pulled representatives of the main parties together in one room: Pachachi and Sumaidaie for the Sunnis, Rubaie and Adel Mehdi for the Shia, and Shaways, Barzani’s deputy, for the Kurds. We ground through a paper of hard-rock issues and tried to sort them out. I was sent off to a side-room with Rubaie and Sumaidaie to work out a passage on devolution to the provinces and after a couple of hours of hard grind we produced something quite presentable, establishing the principle that any region of at least three adjacent provinces, not just Kurdistan, could form a collective structure, though not explicitly with the kind of advanced autonomy that the Kurds enjoyed.

The fundamental obstacle remained Islam. The discussion went on for a long time while we passed from one group to another, trying to leach away the effect of the Shia walk-out the previous day. The religious Shia group, with Adel Abdul Mehdi of SCIRI as their most passionate spokesman in this round, saw their opportunity to shift the Iraqi State away from its historically secular leaning. They began to use quite threatening language about the consequences of Shia disappointment in this fundamental area. They proposed a text for the TAL that would make the tenets of Islam the main determinant of state legislation. The Kurds countered by pointing out that this could only apply from now on to new legislation, not retroactively to what already existed in Iraqi law, which the occupation authorities did not have the power to change.

With the temperature rising and despite the thinness of the ice, I decided to step forward. I suggested that the TAL should specify that no new legislation should violate the universally agreed tenets of Islam: in other words, Islam should not be the proactive model, and sectarian interpretations of Islamic law should be excluded. I knew that the Americans would be able to live with this and I began to get some firm support in the Council, most of whose members wanted a result. Rubaie went down the corridor to telephone Sistani, through the Ayatollah’s son and office-keeper, Mohammed Ridha, and came back with some encouragement for this approach if the word ‘new’ was dropped. The Sunnis now entered the fray to pour cold water on this. Brimming with apprehensions of an extremist Shia takeover, they pulled out of their memories a whole host of modern rights and freedoms, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights for a start, which would be impossible for the new Iraq to legislate on under such a clause. We pressed on into the small hours, hopping between the meeting-rooms and the dining-room downstairs. My protection team called me out into the cool air to share a box of Kit-Kats at one point, before I piled back in for more punishment. We had embarked on the last day of February and sleep was not high on the agenda.

Eventually the sessions came to a close and we retired for three or four hours. The next morning we found that the Iraqis could not face an immediate return to the arena. My compromise language had in any case suffered some wounds during the break, not least from a Washington intervention attempting to steer away from an outcome entrenching Sharia Law, which would in their eyes devalue the whole enterprise. There was a certain amount of desultory skirmishing during the day. Finally Bremer managed to call a full plenary at 6.30 p.m., the first since the Shia walk-out over women’s rights. The IGC started to go through the whole text from the beginning. It was very slow. Over supper, which witnessed small, tired groups silently chewing away at the standard product of the Rasheed Hotel kitchen, we tried to have another go at Islam. I got into a huddle with Mowaffaq al Rubaie and suggested a few changes not wholly consistent with Washington’s ideas, which were not going to work. At one point Ahmed Chalabi came up and glared threateningly at the two of us, before hissing at Mowaffaq that he had told him not to attempt any redrafting. Mowaffaq whispered to me that it was clear that Chalabi was trying to prevent the TAL from coming into effect at all, because he preferred to have an empty political space to work in. I spread that round, but in the end it did not turn out to be true.

The Kurdish problem was by no means settled either. We were beginning to lose Masoud Barzani on the provision for bringing the Peshmerga under state control. Washington’s insistence that the strength of Kurdish autonomy be limited so as not to threaten the future unity of Iraq was proving too much for him. He walked out of the side-negotiation and looked as if he was intending to leave Baghdad altogether. Raad was alerted by his Kurdish contacts and he ran to fetch me. I caught Barzani in the corridor and had a hard conversation with him about the true implications of the TAL. It did not set anything in concrete for the new Iraq: that would be for elected Iraqis to settle later, free of foreign interference. But to destroy the chances of reaching the next stage was not in the longer-term interests of the Kurds. The United Kingdom would not back an independent Kurdistan, but neither would we let the Kurdish nation be dissipated within an Arab Iraq. I suggested some language for him to propose as a final compromise. He went back in and tried it, and it worked. The Americans, who were not aware of my intervention, did not contest it.

As midnight passed and March arrived, the pace started to pick up on the article-by-article textual discussion. Now the issue of devolution to the provinces began to turn sour, with the Kurds this time leaving the rhetoric to the Sunnis, who saw the need for a barrier to stave off the Shia majority but had no easily identifiable territory to amalgamate. The debate became highly political and articulate, with short, telling speeches from Pachachi and Sumaidaie on balance between the communities and with Adel Mehdi questioning why the Council should sow the seeds of Iraq’s division in the future with a weakening of the centre now. The CPA team listened quietly. Then Chalabi began to criticise the proposed language on the post-handover security arrangements, a far more neuralgic subject for both the US and the UK, and a sensitive one between us given our differing approaches on the need for fresh UN cover. But we managed to preserve our previously constructed compromise. And on and on it went. The atmosphere was hard but remarkably courteous. Jalal Talabani delivered two expansive and good-humoured offerings, one of them shadowing his friend Chalabi’s slide towards Shia positions on Islam, the other cheerily promoting Iraqi unity; and I realised that the game of political alliances for future elections was starting to be played. Barzani, who was present, and Allawi, through his deputy – he could never bring himself to appear for any of this US-refereed business – were moving in the other direction, with deep apprehension about a Shia-dominated state influenced by Iran. But none of that could be settled now.

The Islam text suddenly went right. The Shia group had kept in touch with Sistani’s office and thought that they had sufficient cover to settle. Bremer left the intercommunal tensions to work themselves out. The text in the draft stayed close to my earlier proposal with the addition of a reference to ‘democratic principles’ as a guideline for legislation. The Sunnis seemed to cave in on the prominence of Islam, knowing that they would regret it later. The insertion of a 25 per cent quota for women candidates in the legislative election arrangements somehow squeezed through, having been the subject of a bitter row at an earlier stage. The end finally came at 4.20 a.m. on Monday 1 March, with exhaustion and some concern that we had patched over swamps that remained to be drained. There were short, cheerful speeches from Bremer, Mohsen Abdul Hamid, Pachachi, Talabani and even from the laconic Barzani. Everyone was taking photographs of each other and of the oval table surrounded by rows of deputies and staff who had increasingly crowded in on the climax to watch a small piece of history in the making.

We snatched another brief rest before returning to the office to report to Washington and London. I rang Nigel Sheinwald in Number Ten, Jack Straw and John Sawers in the Foreign Office, and later Kofi Annan and Lakhdar Brahimi. They were all hugely relieved that we had at last cleared the TAL hurdle. I suggested some possible press lines to the Secretary-General and received a mildly gruff response, but he was pleased with the overall development and impressed that we had missed the original deadline by only four hours. The Prime Minister later sent a warm message to Bremer and me and our teams.

I wandered along to Jerry’s office to show him the message and offered him my own congratulations for holding the ring between Iraqi tensions on the one hand and Washington’s anxieties on the other. He in turn thanked me as warmly as he had ever done to date. We sat and talked through the next stages: his mind was already moving on to election preparation and enacting legislation. There was a huge amount to do. He pointedly asked whether I was going to do a press conference: his media people had clearly expressed concern to him that I might try to steal some of the limelight or run off-message. In fact, I had already decided to stay off the air and leave it to him.

My office then settled down to drafting a longer analysis for London. It had been a remarkable negotiation, well managed in the final stages by Bremer, and the document the Iraqis had produced was unprecedented for the Middle East region, full of clarity about the duties and limitations of the State and packed with authoritative clauses on the primacy of individual and minority rights. The debates had maintained an atmosphere unsullied by personal animosity and marked by an unusual degree of compromise. They indicated the capacity of the Iraqi people to manage a democratic system if only they could continue to talk to each other and recognise their mutual interest in a united country. I described the British input as ancillary: I had kept to the background as I owned neither the text nor the process, but the UK presence helped to calm the underlying tensions and to edge the nastiest rocks to the side of the road.

The play, however, was not yet done. This was the first day of the Shia religious festival of Ashura. As we started to pick up the CPA’s routine business the next morning, the unmistakable thud of a bomb rattled the palace windows. It was a suicide attack at the Khadimiyah mosque, which killed more than sixty people on top of the eighty-five who we soon heard had been slaughtered by several suicide bombers in Kerbala. This was very clearly an attempt by Sunni extremists to provoke the Shia community into rejecting the TAL result. The international media went into overdrive on the disruptive power of the insurgency and the terrorists. The Governing Council met and declared three days of national mourning, which postponed the official signing ceremony for the TAL until 5 March.

In the early evening Bremer and I, against the strong recommendations of our close-protection teams, drove through the city to the house of Ayatollah Hussein al Sadr to express our condolences. Mowaffaq al Rubaie was there and described how, immediately after the bombs had exploded, a hothead had grabbed the mosque loudspeaker and started to broadcast hate messages against the Americans. Rubaie had told the security people to close him down at once. He said that the atmosphere out there was highly flammable. We returned to the Green Zone through streets that now appeared even more threatening, as the locals would have known that the Administrator had been to see the Ayatollah for a ninety-minute call.

Early on 3 March Bremer took stock of the situation with General Sanchez. The casualty toll had reached 180 dead and 550 or more injured, with 70 of the dead and 280 of the injured Iranian residents or pilgrims. Bremer said that the Coalition could not just express its sorrow and move on. There had to be a show of force or the Authority would be seen as incapable of asserting control. Sanchez asked testily whom he should hit and where. Bremer suggested picking up Muqtada al Sadr for a start, and the Badr Corps in the south needed to be dealt with. Sanchez asked whether he had full political cover for a hard operation. Bremer said he did. I intervened, asking whether the first Coalition action after several hundred Shia had been killed or injured should be an attack on the Shia. Sanchez nodded but said nothing. Bremer was unhappy. I proposed that the CPA should quickly approach the senior Shia clerics and ask them what further security they needed. Bremer said that the US military had already done that. It was left that Sanchez would consider the options and come back with a proposal.

On 4 March, the last day of the mourning period, the Governance team suddenly appeared in my office to report that Ayatollah Sistani was now dead-set against the TAL signing ceremony that had been rescheduled to the following day. Abdul Aziz al Hakim had sent his son down to Najaf to detail the deficiencies he saw in the Law and Sistani had now pronounced that he could not accept Clause 61(c), which specified that ratification of the new constitution could be blocked by any group of three provinces together (a clear reference to the Kurds). Sistani had queried why this proposal had appeared so late, without proper discussion. Within the CPA we knew that the Kurds would reject any concession. We touched base with some of the senior Iraqis and discovered that a lot of caucusing was going on amongst the Shia, largely organised by Chalabi, it seemed. Suspicions of a sabotage operation grew strong.

As luck would have it, the CPA’s monthly conference of Regional Coordinators had been arranged for the morning of Friday 5 March. We decided to go ahead with it in spite of the uncertainty about the holding of the TAL signing ceremony. I prepared to say my farewell piece to my colleagues from the provinces and encourage a discussion on the real political implications of what we were trying to do in Iraq. This kind of collective brainstorming was alien to the American way of doing things and only British voices from the provincial capitals added anything substantive. I tried to broaden the discussion during the second session, but then Simon Shercliff entered in a rush and hauled me off to an emergency meeting of the Governing Council. I never found another chance to say goodbye to the regional teams, whose physical courage and imaginative contact with the Iraqi people achieved so much.

When the Council reassembled with just three hours remaining to test for ways through the blockage, the religious Shia members were nowhere to be seen. Masoud Barzani, who would have to agree to any compromise solution, had now arrived to keep a personal eye on developments. No discussion ever got going. The Shia were apparently collected at Hakim’s house and the other Kurdish leader, Jalal Talabani, a long-time ally of Ahmed Chalabi, was with them. The minutes ticked by and we hung around in listless groups, trying out ideas on each other and discussing generalities with the Iraqis. Finally, Talabani appeared and I persuaded him to give me a hint on what the Shia wanted: he said they were demanding excision of the offending Clause 61(c) giving the Kurds a veto. He knew that this would be impossible for Barzani. I suggested that ratification might be changed from a referendum to a vote in the proposed Transitional National Assembly. He went to try that out on Barzani.

At around 4 p.m. Chalabi and Rubaie came in and it was clear that no solutions were going to be proposed on the Shia side. By now the Convention Centre next door had filled up with the world press, the Baghdad Diplomatic Corps, an orchestra and choir and the British MP Ann Clwyd, the Prime Minister’s Special Envoy for Human Rights. The CPA press office was going insane. There was nothing we could do. I tried to persuade Bremer that we would have no signing today and that cancellation now was the best option, but he felt that this was something the Iraqis would have to conclude. Rubaie asked me to try some of my textual compromises, but I told him I had agreed with Bremer to leave the ball in the Iraqi court. At that moment, Sistani’s son came through on his cellphone and I sat there looking in the other direction but trying to pick up Rubaie’s end of the Arabic exchange. He attempted to persuade Mohammed Ridha Sistani that the ratification of the constitution could be controlled by the National Assembly, but Ridha kept cutting in on him. Then he lost the connection.

Five o’clock, then six o’clock, passed. The Shia migrated into an upstairs room and I wandered up there and found the American Governance team with them. Dick Jones and I took turns at trying to convince them that some compromise was necessary. They seemed to be preparing to go down to Najaf the next day to talk directly to Sistani. The atmosphere grew tense. I asked why a change in 61(c) was so essential when the Assembly had the right anyway to amend the TAL with a 75 per cent majority, which came to more or less the same thing. Chalabi smiled knowingly, as though that argument had already come up and failed. Ayatollah Bahr al Uloom lost his temper and called my question an insult. The temperature dropped further and Jones and I got up and left. Eventually, around 7.45 p.m., the IGC gathered together with Bahr al Uloom, as it happened, in the chair. He asked whether anyone had any advice on how to proceed. The non-Shia, who had been expecting some news from the Shia side, started complaining about the discourtesy of being left waiting for so long. Uloom took offence and tried to walk out, but was caught by his son and by Chalabi and encouraged to retake his seat. There then ensued a long round of mutual recrimination. Finally, Uloom called a halt with a ruling on a forty-eight-hour delay. I did not see what it would achieve.

The next day we could do nothing but wait for Najaf. Bremer asked the team to go through the remaining options. Someone suggested that perhaps the recalcitrant members of the IGC should be expelled. I proposed instead that we should force a majority signing. We divided up lobbying duties and I went off to calm Barzani as best I could, because we could not afford to lose him through appearing to be focused only on the Shia. I repeated to him that the UK would not allow anything to be imposed on the Kurds so long as they remained committed to a unified Iraq. He relaxed a little bit.

On 7 March a rumour began to circulate that the Shia group that had been to see Sistani in Najaf had found a way round the problem. We did not give it much credence, but rather than sit around and wait, David, Raad and I decided to go off and tackle Ibrahim al Jaafari, the most religious and impermeable of the non-clerical members of the IGC and, as the principal spokesman for the main wing of the Dawa Party, one of the better known politicians in the country. He gave us the outcome. Virtually all the religious Shia group would sign the TAL, but they would then issue a statement of reservations making two principal points: first, that the TAL, a piece of temporary legislation produced by an unelected body, could not be used to impose conditions on a future Iraqi Assembly; and second, that they objected to the right of three contiguous provinces to veto the constitution. Jaafari offered a long explanation as to why the history and make-up of Iraq justified these arguments. But the conversation was gentle and good-natured.

Later we went out in the dark through the eery back entrance to the Green Zone and tried to persuade Abdul Aziz al Hakim that the TAL, very little of which he had negotiated personally because of his dislike of doing direct business with the Americans, presented the right balance between the communities. I got myself into tangled metaphors about compromises and bridges and gave Raad a hard time with the interpretation. Hakim was unyielding; but he appeared to hint that he might sign the document himself. We stayed too long to make it back to the CPA cafeteria for supper and had to make do with a bag of Iranian pistachios from our host. When we returned we heard that the Rasheed Hotel had been hit by another salvo of rockets from a car parked even closer to the Green Zone wall than in the October attack. Luckily no one had been hurt. We were also told that the Governing Council was to reassemble the next morning.

At 10 a.m. on 8 March we gathered in the government office building and milled about, trying to find out what was likely to happen. Everyone appeared to be there, but the meeting did not start. Ahmed Chalabi worked the room like a professional diplomat, as if he had a strategy that he was reminding people to follow. We later learnt that it had been his idea in Najaf to recommend the sign-with-reservations tactic, after pointing out in an emphatic speech the dangers of destroying the TAL altogether and inviting American wrath. With the clock ticking towards a signing ceremony now theoretically re-scheduled for 11 a.m., I asked Bremer what was going on. He said he had agreed with Bahr al Uloom, as President, that they should not start until the last minute, to prevent people from raising further issues and pushing the whole thing off track again.

At 11 a.m. on the dot Uloom tapped on his glass and started the meeting. He could deliver a fine broadside when he felt like it. He let fly for five minutes on the subject of togetherness, order and compromise and that should have been that. But Ahmed Chalabi flashed his grin and launched into his own sermon. That unleashed a table round, with characteristic contributions from Talabani (five minutes and plenty of political knock-about), Barzani (twenty-three seconds), Jaafari (serious and rather obscure), Rubaie (briefer than usual, and to the point) and a few more all trying to outdo each other in mutual congratulation. Fortunately, nobody wanted to raise anything controversial, though we could not be sure of that at the start. Abdul Aziz al Hakim and Iyad Allawi, as so often, were not present. Mahmoud Othman, the independent Kurd who held the record for speaking at length off the point, strangely did not ask for the floor. Samir al Sumaidaie, the most gentle and liberal of the Sunnis, did so repeatedly and was studiously ignored by Uloom. Finally Uloom gave the microphone to Bremer, who delivered a well-judged homily on the rule of law and democratic civilian control, and time was up.

The CPA team walked over to the Convention Centre, leaving the security men to herd the Governing Council members into a waiting bus to ensure that none escaped en route. A good crowd had turned up for the ceremony. The Governing Council members were seated prominently at the front and the Coalition principals were tucked away tactfully in the third row. The orchestra had been disposed of this time, but a group of schoolchildren had rehearsed some songs and were not going to be denied. They were followed by a diminutive young boy, half the height of the microphone, who delivered a poetic monologue in an ear-splitting yell. After one verse his teacher tried to ease him off the stage, but he slipped her grasp and unburdened himself of his next poem. Our audio translation system had failed and we caught nothing of the meaning, but the Governing Council members were doubled up.

Speeches came and went and the twenty-five Iraqi leaders, four of them represented by deputies, walked up and signed the document. Everyone was warmly applauded and there was plenty of laughter, with Jalal Talabani again playing the comedian. When all was done, the massed press took endless photographs and some heckling began. Our hearts sank, as this could well have been the time for some Islamic opposition to be voiced. But the yelling all seemed to be supportive and no one turned a hair.

So the deed was done. We all repaired for coffee and brownies in the bare canteen next door. The religious Shia had prepared a list of objections, as forecast, but did not produce it until the following day, accompanied by a hard public statement from Sistani. In this way the Ayatollah’s sting was drawn, for the time being. It would have been much worse if the TAL had been signed on 1 March and he had announced his opposition afterwards. We had cleared a significant hurdle, but we were a long way from finishing the course.

That, in effect, was my last substantive piece of business with the Governing Council. I would not leave Baghdad until the end of March, but the next week was taken up with a signing-off visit to London. In my final days in the Green Zone I made many sad farewells, but there was little further work I could undertake on a continuous basis and I asked David Richmond, as my successor, to take up the reins.

In London I spent a good deal of time with the media and with Parliament, trying to convey the message that an extraordinary amount had been achieved since April 2003, but the threat from continuing violence remained too great for us to expect anything from now on but a hard, agonising slog. To my colleagues in Whitehall I presented my gloomiest assessment so far. I pointed to the ineradicability of the terrorist threat within Iraq – the awful news of the bombings in Madrid just before the Spanish elections, which we all suspected was the work of al Qaida, had forcefully reminded us that Iraq might become a source of ideas and experience for international terrorist cells. I described the scheming amongst sectarian politicians now beginning to emerge and threw in the difficulty of tactical coordination with the Americans for good measure. John Sawers asked a question or two and I could see some of them wondering whether the experience out in Iraq had got to me, but no one challenged my pessimism outright.

I then went to deliver my final report to the Prime Minister. He appeared relaxed and cheerful on the back of the TAL achievement, delighted to have some good news for a change. I was not able to meet his mood. I said that while I conceded that the UK’s sector in the south remained relatively free from the problems further north, security in the centre was deteriorating. There was little prospect of the violence fading away or responding to hard military action while the local population in the worst areas remained even passively sympathetic. I told him I thought the transition period would see some degree of confrontation between the three main communities. We had managed to push through the TAL, but only because we had persuaded the Shia that none of it was irrevocably binding. We had a long way to go before we could bring back our forces from Iraq. The Prime Minister took this calmly. He asked a number of detailed questions, but he knew that I was no longer in a position to influence the situation on the ground and the conversation did not get into strategy. As in every exchange I had with him on Iraq, I was struck by the firmness with which he accepted that there would be a long series of difficult passages to be surmounted. There was no question of giving up for that reason. The costs were not and could not be calculated: the greater they had proved in the past, the more reason there was to continue until a worthwhile result could be achieved. He took what I had to say on board, kept his broader thoughts to himself and thanked me warmly.

On the way back to Baghdad I accompanied Jack Straw in a quick pass through Riyadh to brief the Saudi Foreign Minister on the latest developments. Prince Saud bin Feisal was deeply concerned not just about the Sunni extremist violence, some of the instigators of which had moved into Iraq from Saudi Arabia, but also about the implications of democracy in a neighbour with a Shia majority. I could give him no comfort on either front, except to say that an Iraq governed with the consent of its people should ultimately contribute to the stability of the whole region. I do not think he was persuaded.

Once back in the Green Zone it was packing-up time. On 22 March I went down to the Governing Council to say farewell. Ahmed Chalabi was in the chair. I explained why I was leaving and delivered my unified Iraq lecture. This time my metaphor was built around the river, the most evocative geographic feature in the region: staying on opposite banks was bad; meeting on the bridge good. They knew what I was getting at, but it was too late for a deeper conversation about the difficulties I was leaving them to face.

Not long afterwards I held a last meeting with Jerry Bremer, who was in his friendliest mood. We chatted about the political trend, Chalabi’s ambitions, whether the Shia could rise to the needs of all Iraq, the rightness of our prescription for the transition, his reluctance to see the UN taking over, the role of the Brits. Although he had sometimes had his doubts about specific parts of the UK effort, he did not want, or did not choose, to raise them now and he expressed satisfaction with the close relationship overall, which we agreed was truly unprecedented. I told him I had valued his leadership and his patience with the second-guessing with which he had been plagued throughout. The things that grated were left unsaid. I suspect he was relieved to see me go. My departure would release him from a voice regularly coming at him from the side and questioning his one-way style of management. Loyalty in his eyes meant 100 per cent conformity. I felt that I had little left to offer when the room for policy debate remained so narrow.

Throughout the whole Iraq saga the United Kingdom never had a significant impact on US policy formation. The arguments and rivalries in Washington and between the civilian and military machines on the ground were too intrusive; and Bremer’s jealous guardianship of decision-making shut out the kind of brainstorming discussion in which the British make the best contributions. This was not necessarily an American prejudice against us or against foreigners in general: Americans in the CPA fortress who had long experience of the Arab world were likewise under-utilised if they did not have the right political credentials. Nor, without risking a break with Bremer, could I appeal to London to compensate in Washington for the power that I lacked in Baghdad. The Blair–Bush line of communication remained strong and constant, but whatever strategic agreement they might have reached rarely fed down to the tactical level when it was so closely controlled from the Pentagon. Jack Straw and Colin Powell kept just as regularly in touch, as they had in the months leading up to the war, but Powell’s understanding and wisdom seldom won through in Washington. The power of the United States in Iraq had been delivered down a hard and narrow channel.

If the British made any contribution to policy in Baghdad it was more indirect. We managed to exert an influence on political thinking in the CPA Governance team through regular tactical sessions of a kind they seemed disinclined to hold with their own Arab world experts, and there was a grudging recognition that we were sometimes ahead of them in identifying trends. Nevertheless, Scott Carpenter and his vigorous young group generally wrote their papers for Bremer without reference to us and we often had to fight our cause after these had reached his desk. If I was able to add value, it was perhaps within the Iraqi Governing Council itself. Iraqis set much store by style and manner and in these troubled circumstances they particularly wanted to feel understood. They respected power, like anyone else, but they were not pushovers and they disliked being dictated to. They looked to me to smooth the rougher edges of American presentation, to offer a way forward that they could accept without humiliation, to apologise for tough handling and always to show respect for the sovereign dignity of a people still on the floor. I never abandoned the CPA-agreed policy line, but I was often frank with my Iraqi interlocutors about what it meant and how it had been put together.

At times it was important just to have been there. The negotiations over the Transitional Administrative Law might have provoked more firestorms if the British had not been in the room, as some of the story of Iraqi intercommunal politics since the CPA period has indicated. The Americans are not widely trusted in that part of the world and the Iraqis wanted my reassurance that they were not being led down an impossible path and that promises would not later vanish into thin air. So I was involved in a good deal of political hand-holding, to the point where even my silent presence could be helpful. This role was reinforced in the Iraqis’ minds by the part they saw me as having played at the United Nations in the construction of Saddam’s downfall. The credibility, affection and respect accumulated over the months, and the interpreting of events and the sugaring of the medicine appealed to them in their uncertainty and helped persuade them in some instances to follow their better instincts. But my role was never decisive.

As I packed my bags for the last time, somehow finding a wrapping for the huge, leaking tin of Kurdish honey that had come to me from Jalal Talabani’s cupboard, I had to acknowledge regret at leaving when I felt I still had something to offer. It was a wrench to abandon an experience so extraordinary and so intensive in its human relationships. For all our failings, laying the foundation of a new Iraq had caused us all to raise our professional game to the highest possible pitch, to feed off each other’s talents, to change our priorities and to take decisions that had enormous consequences for our countries and for our lives. For most of us, children of the longest period of peace in the West’s history, the Iraq experience had brought us as close to war as any of us were ever likely to come. Going home was necessary, but it was not easy.
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A Free Iraq

On 31 March 2004 my career with the British Diplomatic Service came to a close. My valedictory assessment from Baghdad did not try to make a drama out of the situation the United Kingdom found itself in. It concluded unexcitingly that the US and the UK had to keep slogging on and bear the costs. The 8 March Law had created a satisfactory framework for the rest of the transition. The cardinal fact to report was that the majority of the Iraqi people remained tolerant of the Coalition – just – but only because they had no alternative. While they did not want their country to be occupied by foreigners, they were glad to be rid of Saddam and understood the opportunity they now had for a better future. The hardest part was still to come: casting the Iraqi state loose on its own in an atmosphere of intercommunal tension. The genuine democrats remained disorganised; the best organised were not the most democratic. If effective political parties did not come into being soon to represent the mainstream views of the secular communities, Shia as well as Sunni, the Islamists, with the momentum behind them, would attract a majority in any poll. I said it seemed highly unlikely that the security threat would disappear with the end of the occupation in mid-2004. Because of the abject preparations for the post-conflict phase and the failure to address mistakes immediately, violence had been allowed to entrench itself. The insurgents and terrorists were comparatively small in number but lethal in effect, with weaponry and planning capability to last for a long time. They would continue to operate until and unless a significant majority of Iraqi society turned actively against them.

David Richmond, my immediate predecessor and then my deputy, took over as my successor for the remaining three months of the Coalition Provisional Authority. He had known Iraq at first hand far longer than I had and his sharply accurate observations had brought depth to our reporting. Bremer worked more easily with him than with me, perhaps because he saw him as less likely to be a rival or a threat, but David continued to find it hard to inject the UK’s policy preferences at the opportune moment. He was witness to the further deterioration of the relationship between the Coalition and the Iraqi people as resentment against foreign occupation grew and American sensitivity to this made the US–UK relationship on the ground more tense at times.

The final period of the Coalition Authority achieved its primary purpose, the handing over of a viable state to the Iraqis, with difficulty. The apprehensions of all three major communities grew that their interests were not going to be served within an independent state. The religious Shia parties, determined to oversee the writing of the permanent constitution and thus to dominate the character of the future Iraq, fumed over the clause in the Transitional Administrative Law that obliged them to secure the agreement of the other main communities to the new structure. The Sunni Arabs, accustomed to rule, saw only an endless future of subservient minority status. The Kurdish leaders, torn between making the most of a united Iraq and striking out for independence as their people wanted, settled for keeping their options open and maximising their tactical leverage. Armed resistance to any undesired development remained an option for everyone, not least the legion of unemployed young men. Muqtada al Sadr and his Mehdi Army of impoverished and resentful Shia caught the imagination of all those who wanted the foreigners driven out and Iraq’s humiliations redressed. The most important functions for the CPA to perform in its final weeks were to promote the attractiveness of cohesion and magnify the feel-good factor in daily life.

In these they failed. The targets of increased oil production and electricity generation were not met. Jobs were scarce. The larger contracts went to foreign firms. After a tolerable winter, the number and intensity of terrorist attacks began to grow again in the spring. The daily count of American casualties rose. Insurgents and foreign terrorists, sometimes separately and sometimes in tandem, increasingly targeted the new Iraqi security forces, the most sensitive infrastructure and the people and places most likely to foment intercommunal resentment. Their callous disregard for innocent lives crossed new boundaries. US forces decided to raise the aggressiveness of their response, particularly in the most hardline areas of the Sunni heartland such as Fallujah, but the result of tactics that showed no respect for ordinary citizens was almost invariably to motivate more insurgents than they killed or captured.

In April the story broke of the abuse of Iraqi prisoners by US soldiers in Abu Ghraib prison, with catastrophic consequences for the image of the United States in the country, the region and the world. The International Committee of the Red Cross report detailing these abuses had been delivered to the CPA in February, but the story only emerged in the world media when photographs of acts of maltreatment and torture were released. My legal adviser had been shown a copy of the ICRC document at a moment in February when I was away. He immediately drew the attention of the Ministry of Defence in London to the passages about possible maltreatment by British soldiers, and told me he had done so. These cases were rapidly investigated and dealt with, we were told, though the MoD kept us in the dark about the unacceptable abuses committed by British soldiers in Basra, which later led to courts martial in the UK. The ICRC never directed a separate copy of their report to me – I was at a loss later to understand why, when they knew that the UK’s human rights experts, and occasionally I myself, were regularly raising with the US military the need to process arrestees and prisoners more quickly and sensitively. Not realising that such explosive material was contained in the rest of the report and preoccupied with other things, I remained personally unaware of the Abu Ghraib abuses until the news broke in April with the release of those shameful photographs.

The Coalition had to grit its teeth and keep going, even as the realisation deepened that its presence in Iraq was as much the problem as the remedy. Since the establishment of the original grouping of over thirty nations on the ground in the spring and summer of 2003, very few new applications to join had been received. Japan and the Republic of Korea were notable exceptions. The intimations we had earlier had from France, Germany and Russia that they would consider what assistance they could give once the political framework was clearer had not led to anything more tangible after the adoption of the TAL. The tragedy of the Madrid bombing in mid-March and the new Spanish Government’s decision to withdraw their troops from Iraq underlined the unlikelihood of broader international burden-sharing. It was going to be a struggle just to keep the participants we had. The twelve months that followed saw the situation deteriorating in this respect rather than improving.

As the weeks passed in the spring of 2004, the CPA concentrated increasingly on constructing a successful transition to an interim Iraqi government and a satisfactory basis for the continuation of the Coalition military assistance under Iraqi sovereignty. Badgered daily by Iraqi politicians inside and beyond the IGC to revise the transition process in their favour, Bremer insisted on the sanctity of the TAL and its implementation. With the date and format of the interim incoming government agreed, the options boiled down to the selection of the best Iraqis to assume the top positions. Bremer possessed the theoretical power to appoint them, but he had a number of constituencies to satisfy if Iraq was to have a chance of holding together, and they were not just Iraqi ones. An acceptable division of responsibility between the main communities was essential, but Washington, the region, the wider international community and the UN would all need to buy into the outcome if the new-born Iraq was to receive the positive backing from outside that would be necessary for survival.

Bremer was again helped in his task, as in the effort over the winter to rescue the 15 November Agreement, by Robert Blackwill and by Lakhdar Brahimi in his continuing capacity as UN Special Representative. With Brahimi in this role, the expectation that the United Nations would play a ‘vital’ part in the construction of the new Iraq was at last being fulfilled. The requirement for any result to be accepted internally and internationally as legitimate gave Brahimi pride of place in this triumvirate: the two Americans would in the end have to accept his choice if there was disagreement. The recognition that they could not contest the UN’s decision on such a crucial matter was a remarkable indication of how much the Americans had lost the initiative.

In practice, all three saw the sense in close collaboration, although Brahimi insisted on his independence of action throughout. The challenge was to select a government and an assembly with credibility. Ayatollah Sistani had now reluctantly conceded that the real transition would not begin until elections were held in early 2005. Sistani’s primary concern was to ensure that those who held key interim appointments between July 2004 and January 2005 could not extend their hold on power or disrupt the subsequent stages of the transition. This meant that the three would need to satisfy Sistani on the form of the interim administration and the Iraqis chosen to lead it.

The process came to a climax as May turned into June. The interim government needed to be appointed well before the end of June so that the departure of the US-led Authority could be made as seamless as possible. Brahimi was ready with his selection, with American approval, but the IGC had a surprise in store for him. His choice for Interim President fell on Adnan Pachachi, the veteran Sunni statesman who had been Foreign Minister in the 1960s and had become a leading member of the IGC. His seniority and lack of overt political ambition would have made him widely acceptable. Pachachi must have intimated that he was prepared to take on the position or Brahimi would not have been on the point of nominating him. At the last hour, as the Council was about to gather to make the formal appointments, Pachachi decided to withdraw his name from the running. The news did not surprise me when I heard it, as Pachachi was already showing signs of weariness before I left Iraq and was under pressure from his expatriate wife to avoid the limelight. There were also machinations going inside the IGC that indicated to Pachachi that he would not have broad support across the community divides. Then a second blow struck Brahimi’s plan. His first choice for Prime Minister, Hussain al Shahristani, a religious Shia with close connections to Ayatollah Sistani but a political moderate, likewise ruled himself out at the last minute.

A frantic scrabbling ensued to find replacements. This was not the way it was supposed to happen. The Sunnis, despite constant and sympathetic prodding from the CPA since the previous summer, had still failed to organise themselves and the range of available presidential candidates with appeal at the national level was narrow. Brahimi and the CPA turned to Sheikh Ghazi al Yawar, a member of the IGC, who had been working in the background to pick up support and may have been undermining Pachachi. He was a senior member of Iraq’s largest tribe, the mainly Sunni Shammar, although not recognised by them as a leader because he had lived abroad as a businessman for most of the Saddam era. His contribution to the workings of the IGC had shown him to be independent-minded and moderate, but he was critical of the Coalition and its way of doing business. Bremer and Blackwill recognised the internal credibility that these qualities conferred on him; he was offered the position by the IGC formally, and he accepted.

As for the Prime Minister slot, the collective second choice was a much more likely figure for the Americans to have selected from the start. Iyad Allawi had kept his distance as a member of the Iraqi Governing Council and was critical of the Coalition effort, despite his close ties to the American and British Governments. He had rarely turned up in person for the most significant events or discussions. For all that, he had been my private choice for chief executive for the transition. He possessed an expert knowledge of the security sector and clearly understood Iraq’s need for cross-community cohesion. While his strongest alliance was with Masoud Barzani, the Kurdish Democratic Party leader, he made as great an effort as any of the Iraqi politicians in this period to build bridges with the Sunni tribes and with the other secular forces in Iraq, both because he understood Iraq’s need for Coalition politics and to broaden his own narrow following. But he found it difficult to maintain communication with the Shia religious parties and his suspicion of Iran ran deep.

Brahimi and the Americans had assumed, as I had, that Sistani would not accept the nomination of Allawi as Prime Minister. Their selection of Shahristani indicated the priority they placed on accommodating Sistani. But when they had to turn as a matter of urgency to their real preference, they were surprised to learn that the Grand Ayatollah would not object. Allawi’s name, with al Yawar’s, was rapidly submitted to the IGC for approval and we were able after all to keep to our schedule for the interim government’s appointment.

As the midsummer date for the handover drew near, the insurgency grew bolder and terrorist attacks increased in intensity. The world wondered what kind of state was coming into being. But no force short of a popular insurrection could deliver a strategic defeat to the Coalition and no political leader offered a vision to unite Iraqis in a general uprising. Bremer persevered. The handover ceremony was set for 30 June and the CPA prepared to pack its bags and head home, leaving the Coalition forces to stay on under a resolution produced in late May by the UN Security Council setting out the conditions for international support of the newly independent state.

Early on 28 June Bremer, with no more than a few hours’ notice to his British partners, suddenly announced that the ceremony would be advanced to that morning. The necessary documents were signed, the flag of the new republic was raised and Bremer was into his helicopter and off to the airport almost before the news had reached the outside world. There was no doubt that the manoeuvre had helped avert a day of planned bloodshed on the thirtieth, but the image of the occupying power cutting and running before its due departure date was the one that the international media chose to promote. Most Iraqis were not concerned. This was their beginning.

The history of the brief period of interim government under Iyad Allawi will be told elsewhere. The violence continued unabated and the growing power of Muqtada al Sadr, a threat to the orthodox Shia hierarchy as much as to the new state, had to be confronted on its home territory in the holy cities of Najaf and Kerbala. Allawi learnt the limitations of his inexperienced security forces and was compelled to rely upon the Coalition a great deal more than he wished. Fallujah, part symbol of the insurgency, part base for non-Iraqi terrorism, finally felt the full wrath of the US military in November, by which time the violence had so sickened the majority of the Iraqi population that their sympathies rested with the forces of law and order even if they were still foreigners. The principal service that Allawi performed for his country through this phase was to deliver elections on time at the end of January 2005. He found himself unable to make daily life much better for the majority of the population and his political credibility suffered for his association with the Coalition throughout his premiership. But on this vital issue he held firm, burnishing his credentials more internationally than at home.

The prospect of genuinely free elections concentrated people’s minds. Voters were bound to be the target of as much violence as the opposition could muster against them and the elections threatened to bring out all the intercommunal suspicions and rivalries kept in check first by Saddam, and then by the occupation. There were loud calls for their postponement. The Sunni Arabs, still unable to find convincing community leaders to represent them at the national level and reluctant to face the inevitability that their number would be the measure of their power in a democratic Iraq, flirted with the idea of a boycott and then left themselves no time for anything else. The international media began to predict a disaster. The UN Secretary-General, unwisely choosing a moment just before US election day, wrote an open letter to the US administration suggesting that the time was not right. He was not forgiven for it.

In the early part of the election campaign, which began in earnest in November, there was violence and it was awful. Hundreds of Iraqis died in bombings and assassinations in the last few weeks of 2004 and the toll of American soldiers killed in Iraq passed the 1,500 mark. Polls in the United States and the United Kingdom showed the lowest public support for Iraq policy since the invasion. Criticism of the timetable continued, but postponement of the election would have presented a victory to terrorism and time would not have made the choices any easier. It was much the better policy to keep to the timetable of the Transitional Administrative Law and exemplify the kind of perseverance on which the whole transition depended.

As the year turned, the accumulated experience of the Iraqi and Coalition security forces working together gradually began to limit the reach and power of the violence. Allawi arranged deals with municipal leaders to reassert control in the more troublesome towns in exchange for higher local funding, provided by the United States. Muqtada al Sadr’s supporters in the poorer areas of Baghdad laid down their arms for $500 million. The clearing out of Fallujah in November proved to have disrupted the liaison between Iraqi and non-Iraqi cells and broken the lines of communication between Zarqawi and his groups. US intelligence homed in on some of the more sophisticated bomb-makers and the frequency of the most lethal attacks went down. On polling day, as those of us observing from a distance nervously turned on the news programmes, we heard that there had been eight rather than eighty or eight hundred suicide-bomb explosions around the country and fewer than thirty deaths – a miserable comment for one of the most significant days in Iraqi history, but a comparative relief against the background of what we had stirred up over the previous twenty-two months.

The lasting image of election day conveyed something completely different from the chaos predicted: lines of voters queuing peacefully for hours to play their part; citizens swearing that they would vote whether or not it killed them; ballots being tallied as in a practised democracy, with no accusations of stuffed boxes or double-counting; Iraqi women voters proudly holding up their indelibly stained fingers for the world’s photographers. The turn-out, 58 per cent overall despite the very low figures in Sunni territory, was well above the average forecasts and higher than the Coalition’s own predictions. I felt not just relief but pride in a people whose quality of determination I had never seen so clearly demonstrated. When it came to the comments from Coalition capitals, however, I found the claims of victory and vindication distasteful. Certainly, Saddam Hussein would never have been consigned to prison and this election would never have taken place without the invasion of Iraq. But it seemed to the rest of the world that the people of Iraq had gone out to vote in January 2005 in spite of what had happened to them since 9 April 2003, not because of it. The principal credit for the day was earned by the Iraqi people themselves.


21

Adding Up the Cost

The Iraq story remains unfinished and my account tells only of those parts I witnessed. Historians will have to piece together from a number of different perspectives, particularly of those closest to the action, the full story of how and why things were done as they were. From my viewpoint, it was right to have removed Saddam Hussein, but the next stage should not have been so expensive.

Regime change in Iraq began as an item of unfinished business with a dictator who challenged the superpower. It was then brought through to the planning stage by a group of neo-conservative thinkers who believed that American strength had to be used or lost. It mutated into a response to the events of 11 September 2001, not because Iraq was clearly responsible but because the rationale and the opportunity for asserting power was suddenly magnified. Apparent spin-off benefits in the region – affecting Israel, Saudi Arabia, Iran, oil and the need for reform in the Middle East – added enough to the positive side of the ledger to make the risks seem tolerable.

The risks themselves, however, were never accurately assessed. Once the planned approach reached a successful conclusion on 9 April 2003 and the unplanned took over, as happens more often than not in war, the process developed into a series of reactions to events. The impression that remains with me from the stormy period of the occupation is of a series of apparently vigorous but often remote and wrong-headed decisions, considered adequate at the time but then overtaken by realities that should have been more carefully analysed. Choices were made which depended on the best-case scenario, with no insurance policy in place for a worse outcome. Gradually, as the American and British authorities showed that they could not control developments, Iraqis moved from a passive to an active state while the Coalition headed in the opposite direction. We lost the initiative in the early weeks when we failed to secure the country. The new Iraq has not yet recovered from that mistake.

The question of control, central to this whole story because the United States tried to control the international approach to Iraq and the Pentagon tried to control the internal American handling of it, introduces a paradox. We are seeing US objectives in one sphere cause US headaches in another. To the benefit of many non-Americans, the United States promotes and defends freedom and democracy in the world. But when introduced into other cultures with different histories and values, democracy does not necessarily lead to choices and policies that are immediately compatible with the interests of the United States. That is the whole point of free choice. The policy would not be worth pursuing unless democracy carried in the longer term a collective global value, a stronger mutual interest between peoples in stability and peace. It takes time for all the ingredients of democracy to settle into place. A strategic patience is needed while the J curve, bringing downsides before benefits, works itself through.

Americans are not naturally patient in adversity. They tend to treat resistance to their chosen path as unfriendly and often confront it by turning up their diplomatic and economic power. The resistance is either overcome or entrenches itself more deeply. If that deeper opposition continues to cause direct damage to US interests, then they will turn to the threat and then the use of military force if necessary. In those cases where this approach does not resolve the problem, the situation has to be re-thought. A marked shift in US attitudes may follow and the damage can be considerable. American involvement in Vietnam followed this pattern; so did their intervention in parts of Central America. Korea remains unresolved. On the other hand, the history of twentieth-century Europe would have been quite different without the massive contribution of the Americans, once Europe’s interests were defined as theirs. In the case of the Cold War confrontation with the Soviet Union, where military power was threatened but was ultimately unusable without unacceptable cost, American reliance on economic strength, diplomacy, alliances and patient pressure produced one of history’s most remarkable geopolitical victories. These examples illustrate the importance of making a correct calculation about the likelihood of force succeeding before the die is cast.

The Cold War is over and the United States is unchallengeable in conventional terms. Fortunately for the rest of the world, the American people harbour no sustained imperial ambitions and no wish to harm others so long as they are able to pursue their preferred way of life. But successive US Governments have not found it easy to develop the long view, this sense of strategic patience. In a democracy, it can be unpopular not to use the nation’s available strength to dispose of a perceived problem. What makes Iraq, Iran and North Korea so interesting as major geopolitical issues is that they stand on the dividing line between problems that respond to forceful action and those that do not. Of these three, Iraq came to a head first because dealing with it seemed to offer the greatest benefit at the most affordable cost. If it can easily happen that the spread of democracy leads to a short-term loss of control, then the implications need to be factored in. In Iraq, where Donald Rumsfeld declared during the conflict ‘we don’t do empire’ and then the United States sent its proconsul to run the country, the work necessary for keeping the costs down was never properly done. As Condoleezza Rice acknowledged in a New York Times interview in 2004: ‘The assumptions we were working on turned out to be wrong.’

If the British Government was more nervous about the implications of taking over Iraq, which it was, why did it fly blind with the United States? I have tried to bring out the three principal reasons: that the British Government, and in particular the Prime Minister, were convinced that Saddam Hussein was a threat to the UK’s wider interests that had to be removed; that there were solid grounds for staying close to the United States on a security issue of primary importance; and that it was in Tony Blair’s nature, reinforced by his experience in Government, to persevere through the difficulties on a subject on which he instinctively felt he was right.

With the political decisions made, including on the legal framework, and with the policy supported by a majority within the Government and in Parliament, it was the job of the British military and civil service professionals to implement it as effectively as possible. For these teams too there was no going back, and I cannot think of a single individual who bailed out mid-course. Nevertheless, it was awkward to share responsibility with our American counter-parts while being assigned a subsidiary role, at best, in the policy-making. Partnership with the United States in top superpower gear involves accepting secondary status. Not only on Iraq but on many occasions during my diplomatic career, I have had to recognise that straight talking with US colleagues, presuming an equal rank, has its limits. You sometimes have to wait until power works, or until the stark realities impose themselves. With such a partner, you have to share the larger perspective, the belief in freedom and an ordered world, to make it worth holding on through the bumpy ride.

It will take longer than a year or two to make a final judgement on whether or not the invasion of Iraq was worth the cost. Iraq and the wider region will have to pass through several stages of change before any of us can come to a fair conclusion. The costs along the way have already been shown to be high, not only in human and financial terms, but also in the loss of credibility and trust in Government. So far, neither the American nor the British Government have succeeded in convincing the majority of people with a stake, however indirect, in the outcome in Iraq that they had good practical reasons for taking the action they did and that good practical results were achieved. This has only partly to do with the failure to find weapons of mass destruction, which both President Bush and Prime Minister Blair were assured by their advisers existed in Iraq. On that issue, I have come to the conclusion that both leaders made an honest mistake in accepting that Iraq was pursuing an active WMD programme.

This does not, however, remove the trust problem. After all the confused and varied explanations for the origins of the Iraq invasion, the majority of people have concluded that WMD were not the real reason for the American decision; and that the UK, for whom WMD were the reason, went along with that decision even when it knew that the American rationale for the use of force was not the British rationale. The real American reason was to trigger change in the American interest by removing an inimical and threatening regime. The objective was in one sense laudable, but the explanation lacked transparency and the method lacked legitimacy. The British Prime Minister tried hard to make up for both these deficiencies, but he was not able to bridge either gap before he finally had to decide whether to abandon the American approach or stay with it. He stayed with it because he saw the removal of Saddam Hussein and the cementing of the US–UK alliance as valuable benefits for the UK. In doing so he had to accept the consequences for his credibility of switching to the American basis for using force.

If things turn out well in Iraq, the final judgement may not be as harsh as it now seems in the middle of 2005, when the outcome is uncertain and the costs look high. The consequences of not invading Iraq might also have been damaging. The Iraqi people were in deep distress and the US and the UK were increasingly being held responsible for the humanitarian situation. The UN sanctions regime was rapidly eroding and Saddam Hussein was finding the resources to rebuild his armed forces, with or without weapons of mass destruction. He was already providing financial incentives for Palestinian terrorism. Kuwait and the oil-producing regions further to the south would have remained vulnerable and the arguments for political reform in the Middle East would have lost momentum. Writing out a balance-sheet is not a simple matter. With Saddam gone and the United States a presence in the immediate region, the stagnant relationship between governments and peoples in the Middle East has been shaken. It is quite possible that more stable and dynamic societies may evolve, but the intervening phases are likely to be fraught with trouble. By the time an evaluation of the long-term impact of the Iraq war can be made, perhaps the pain and cost of the mistakes in the catalytic early stages will be set in a different context.

What about the consequences in international security terms? Have terrorists gained the greater benefit from the Iraq experience? The CIA think-tank, the National Intelligence Council, issued a report in January 2005 which concluded that Iraq had replaced Afghanistan as the training-ground for the next generation of terrorists and was providing them with an opportunity to gain operational experience and enhance technical skills. Iraq, in the current phase, was described as a ‘magnet for international terrorist activity’.

Whether sucking non-Iraqi terrorists into Iraq has turned the world into a more dangerous place remains to be seen. They have certainly made the reconstruction task far more difficult. But will international terrorism itself become stronger? The worst outcome would be the creation of a new generation of terrorists who had gained operational experience and renewed motivation from Iraq and who were left free to migrate to other theatres and even more sensational targets. The best result would be the defeat of violence in Iraq by the people rejecting not just the brutality of terrorist action but also its nihilistic political message. The outcome in Iraq is important for all of us

Security forces cannot beat this kind of enemy on their own. Even during my brief involvement on the ground in Iraq, the balance of advantage swung back and forth between the international terrorist cells at work there and Coalition forces. In the early months of the post-conflict period the failure of the United States to impose a solid security structure encouraged the al Qaida franchise under Abu Musab al Zarqawi to bed down, draw in reinforcements and plan a long campaign. The chance of having a go at the United States, such a prominent and apparently vulnerable enemy, motivated hundreds of fanatics from the Islamic world, many of them with a Sunni extremist background, to offer themselves as terrorist foot-soldiers and suicide bombers. This influx raised the lethality of the attacks against Coalition troops and law-abiding Iraqi citizens alike and sharpened the impression internally and internationally of a country out of control. Over the winter of 2003–4, however, American forces and the intelligence agencies began to regain some ground. Large numbers of activists were killed or captured and the cells were forced to keep their size and profile down. This did not prevent them from carrying out lethal attacks, but they could not gather the strength to mount a strategic challenge to the Coalition. They began to look for more consistent support from the Saddam loyalists and from the growing numbers of disaffected Iraqis, whose motives and style of operation had, until that point, been different. The purposes of the various groups gradually began to merge around the objective of causing chaos, of turning a majority of the Iraqi population against the foreigners and the government they had introduced. It became a struggle for hearts and minds.

As 2004 drew on the Coalition made further mistakes: they neglected to establish effective communication with ordinary Iraqis; they bungled the handling of Fallujah in April and May; they failed to deny Muqtada al Sadr room to develop a demagogic platform of hostility to the foreign presence; and the awful images of American and later British soldiers abusing Iraqi prisoners were plastered across the world’s television screens, made worse by the loaded, bloodthirsty coverage of the Qatari news channel, Al Jazeera. The test became not whether the Coalition could survive the constant series of direct terrorist attacks on the security forces and the Iraqi Government but whether the people of Iraq would wish to keep going with the transition. The stakes involved in the holding of national elections steadily rose. The violent opposition realised this and threw everything into disrupting the election campaign.

The elections therefore assumed a double importance. They had to create a legitimate transitional government; and they had to signal that Iraqis would not be deterred from voting by violence. 30 January 2005 achieved both these aims. Iraqis defied both insurgents and terrorists and lined up to vote, discovering in the process that the capacity of the violent opposition to bring society to a halt was much less formidable than they had feared. From then on, for all the propaganda to the contrary, the principal target of violence became the Iraqi State and not the foreign occupier, a psychological shift that has diminished the legitimacy of the bombers and made the majority of the population more determined to defeat them. There is no doubt that the violence will continue, perhaps for a long time. It will not be eradicated from Iraqi society until the people in each locality cooperate to remove it with a government and security forces they trust. Sectarian differences, the culture of violence and the massive number of armaments available in Iraq make this a formidable task, but so long as the main communities can be persuaded to work together, terrorism will not have the power to destroy the prospect of a new Iraq. It remains the case even now that most Iraqis, if asked whether they would rather go back to the days of Saddam Hussein, will say no.

The other danger is that terrorists trained and hardened in the Iraq theatre will move elsewhere with an enhanced capacity to harm Western interests. American and British defences have learnt a great deal about their enemy. It was noticeable in the run-up to the January elections that the sophistication of the suicide and planted bomb attacks diminished because the security forces had picked up or disrupted many of the more experienced bomb-makers. International terrorists will need to work in small cells and to hide their cross-border cooperation cleverly to avoid being detected. Yet it is hard to believe that some of them will not succeed at some stage, using weapons that can combine small size with terrible lethality.

The essential requirement is to reduce their motivation to try. This is a much broader agenda than a security operation. One of the greater long-term costs of the invasion of Iraq has been the loss of respect in the Islamic and developing worlds for Western principles and values, including for democracy. Terrorism is not an ideology; it is an instrument. Declaring war on it without weakening the reasons for using it will not make us safe. The picture that the Arab media were able to paint, distorted as it was, of a brutal occupation – matching Israel’s occupation of Palestine – enlarged the reason for young radicals in the Islamic world to join al Qaida or its derivatives.

The principal aim of al Qaida was, and remains, to bring down the Saudi Government and replace it with an Islamic fundamentalist successor. Most modern terrorist groups have come into existence within a domestic political or ideological context. The Palestinian organisations internationalised their support and their activities but Israel has always been their focus. The IRA in the United Kingdom, ETA in Spain, various groups in South-East Asia, the FARC in Colombia, all want to force political change inside their national territory. But globalisation has influenced their methods and the pervasive presence and political impact of the United States has broadened their choice of targets. Al Qaida, in particular, for all the un-Islamic cruelty of its methods, has developed a cultural hallmark which appeals to millions of Muslims concerned about their identity, their religion and their helplessness in a Western-dominated world. Bin Laden’s original political and ideological motivation may have been narrowly focused on the Saudi regime, but his example and his effect have produced something more widespread and international: violent resistance to the effects of globalisation and to the power which drives it.

A link has thus been formed between ideological terrorism and the anger of the have-nots. Poverty itself is not a root cause of terrorism. The brutal desire to kill indiscriminately and cause chaos arises surprisingly seldom from the ranks of the deprived and the oppressed. Sympathy for terrorism does, however, if that is a way to challenge the perceived causes of their deprivation. Desperate people look for a champion and there are parts of the world, a world polarised between the winners and losers from globalisation, where Osama bin Laden and others who claim to have taken up his mantle have filled that need. Terrorism thrives if it finds popular support, but it can also survive on passive popular acceptance. Eradicating terrorism within a specific territory is only possible where both government and people want that to happen. We have to create the conditions for that outcome on a global basis.

The decision by the American and British Governments to bring change to Iraq lacked a broader strategy while the future of Palestine remained unresolved and international development policies were failing to bite. We have not yet addressed the larger questions in a systematic way. Tony Blair recognised the connections and tried to persuade the United States to deal with them more directly, but he remained loyal to the US position even when his arguments failed to make sufficient impact. The overall effect has been to enlarge the political, economic and cultural divides within which the feelings of alienation and desperation grow. The United States and the United Kingdom cannot afford to ignore this trend or fail to engineer at least some policies that inspire sympathy in the Islamic and developing worlds.

Such policies will work best if they attract support within the framework of the United Nations. The UN cannot do what its members will not empower it to do, especially on a tough security issue. I have been repeatedly impressed by the quality of the UN’s capacity to help disturbed territories back to long-term stability, when the environment is secure enough to allow it. What we required on Iraq was a partnership with the UN, not a challenge to it. Making only minimal use of Sergio de Mello in the summer of 2003 was a mistake; so was the failure to recognise that creating the conditions for a full UN role thereafter would have brought greater legitimacy to the political process that followed. By the time the Coalition half-turned to Brahimi in early 2004, it was too late.

I do not accept that the United Nations has been irreparably damaged by Iraq. It was derided for some weaknesses which were its responsibility and for some which were not. The WMD inspection system came closer to the truth than its principal critics. The controls on implementation of the Oil for Food programme were inadequate, but the programme was under the policy control of the Member States, not the Secretary-General. Brahimi developed a more acute understanding of Iraqi politics than the CPA. Nevertheless, the UN could not cope with Saddam Hussein. Member States have to face realities more honestly. The wide programme of reform proposed for the UN Summit to consider in September 2005 can lead to improvements, but only if political leaders decide to pool their longer-term international interests. Ignoring the potential of the UN to make a difference will hurt us all.

With or without the UN’s contribution, the result in Iraq matters. If Iraq succeeds in its transition to a more stable, prosperous country, governed with the consent of its people and living at peace with its neighbours, perhaps history will assess the decision to go to war more generously. The outcome, however, no longer rests primarily with the powers that took the initiative. After the rows at the UN, the secretive planning, the huge deployment of resources and the appalling loss of life, the mistakes and the sometimes-heroic achievements of the Coalition, after all the bitter controversy the elections of 30 January 2005 brought the saga back to where the test really lies, with the Iraqi people. No one could say at the start of the conflict and no one can safely say now whether Iraq will end by constructing something worthy out of the fractured half-opportunity it has been given. Iraqis do not know themselves. They have had to pay a high cost for the chance of freedom.


Epilogue (2016)

The final chapter of my original 2005 book remains unrevised. I hope there may still be a value in recalling how things appeared only a year after the Coalition period terminated. But now that the world has moved on and the Chilcot Inquiry has reported, the reader of my postponed offering sits in a different environment and deserves a more up-to-date assessment.

Anyone sitting down in the summer of 2016 to assess the consequences of this forceful Western intervention in the affairs of another region has to think first about the condition of Iraq itself. The US-led Coalition claimed to be giving Iraqis a new opportunity, but the last twelve years have seen unending violence and few improvements in most people’s standard of living. Would the continuation of Saddam Hussein’s repressive dictatorship have benefited the Iraqi people more than the chaos of a new start and an open political system?

A judgement on this still has to be provisional. The Middle East has become the archetypal troubled region of the early twenty-first century because the high potential of its talented peoples has in most places been held back by distressingly low standards of governance. Whether or not outside powers intervene – and they intervened constantly during the twentieth century without much care for indigenous interests – time is needed for cohesion, stability and economic dynamism to come through. The British, after all, are still arguing over their identity and political structure eight centuries on from the Magna Carta.

Iraq had never consensually governed its own affairs within its current borders when Saddam was ousted. At the end of June 2004 its people were given a choice by the CPA, but in circumstances that should have been more favourable. The fundamental error of the Coalition was to have lost control of security almost immediately after the invasion was over. President Bush in effect set the wrong mission for CENTCOM Commander General Tommy Franks: he needed to deliver not just an Iraq without Saddam, but a secure and functioning Iraq without Saddam. This would have required pre-invasion planning for at least a full year after the Iraqi forces had been defeated, with detailed estimations of the resources necessary to lay the foundations for the next stage. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld was determined to avoid the commitment implicit in such an objective, and rejected or buried any analysis that showed it might be the wisest course. The ‘Mission accomplished’ celebration of 1 May 2003 on the USS Missouri sits heavily in the historical record as one of the greater moments of hubris in US post-Cold War policy-making.

Regime change in Iraq in a sense foreshadowed the Arab Spring, because the people were ready to end Saddam’s oppressive tyranny. In contrast with Tunisia, Egypt, Syria and Libya, Iraq’s political upheaval was generated by military intervention. But it shares with those other Arab states struggling to shake off tyranny the syndrome of post-regime change vacuum. Not only did the US Government, or subsequently the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) in Baghdad, fail to identify a leadership structure for the aftermath of the invasion, they never seriously set about analysing and creating the ingredients for forming one. Where had the lessons of the two calamitous world wars of the twentieth century vanished to? The care with which Roosevelt, Truman, Churchill, Marshall and MacArthur planned for and administered the recovery of Germany and Japan after 1945 (a comparison to which Ambassador Paul Bremer constantly referred) was rooted in the mess the Allies made of the Versailles peace in 1919. Iraq was of course on a different scale, but no war is too small for its consequences to be left to luck. Libya and Afghanistan are still teaching us that.

During the CPA year we saw how much the people of Iraq wanted to make the new opportunity work. Grand Ayatollah Sistani repeatedly voiced the aspirations of a majority of Iraqis in calling the nation to order, compromise and unity. The mixed group of semi-leaders the CPA assembled in the summer of 2003 as the Iraqi Governing Council wanted order and unity to emerge. But they choked on compromise. So bloody and divisive had Saddam’s rule been – carrying a Sunni Baathist label, but in reality the project of a Tikriti sub-group brutally pursuing their own interests – that the Shia majority became determined never to allow a Sunni minority to dominate again. Then the Shia turned out to be sub-divided themselves, and no unifying personality has emerged with both the strength to forge consensus and the integrity to put the people first.

With hindsight, perhaps the only figure left standing by Saddam who might have been capable of doing this was Mohammed Baqir al Hakim, the Shia Ayatollah who headed the Supreme Council of the Islamic Republic of Iraq. He survived Saddam’s purges by taking refuge in Iran, but was assassinated by al Qaida in August 2003 in a double strike – the other victim that August being Sergio Vieira de Mello, the UN Special Representative in Iraq – which did as much to diminish the prospects for success of the Coalition as any other post-invasion event. Unlike Ayatollah Sistani, Hakim would not have declined to assume a political position. He did not want to be considered for the Iraqi Governing Council in the weeks before his death, leaving it to his brother to fill that role, but that could have proved a wise judgement in the light of later developments. The important factor was his status as a leader who had borne the heat and burden of Saddam’s rule, as opposed to the Westernised expatriate dissidents such as Ahmad Chalabi and Iyad Allawi whom the Americans had favoured. Whether he could have achieved more for Iraq than the Prime Ministers who followed the CPA period has to stay hypothetical. But it remains an important lesson for any policy of intervention that trouble comes from the absence of a visibly capable leader to assume power after the dirty work has been done. Iraq remains a country whose future within its UN-approved borders is not yet assured.

The shock waves from the implosion of security in Iraq hit other countries too. The rebellion in Syria might have happened anyway, following on from the turnovers in North Africa. But the predatory emergence of al Qaida and then ISIS at the heart of the Syrian opposition was made far more likely by the survival of Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi under al Qaida in Iraq and by the battle-hardening experience of the resistance there. Research will show in due course how strong an interplay developed between the Iraqi and Syrian theatres, perhaps including the transfer of some chemical weapons before the invasion, and continuing with the failure of the Coalition in 2003–4 to control either the border between the two countries or the flow of weaponry from Saddam’s conventional arsenals into the wrong hands. The collapse of the Soviet Union, and then of Yugoslavia, has demonstrated for modern Europeans how malign forces exploit a vacuum much more quickly and effectively than the law-abiding majority of the population. The risk of that happening is close to a certainty in an uncontrolled situation. The Coalition, and the Iraqi leadership that followed, should have placed the rule of law as the highest policy priority in the period after the invasion. Both preferred to pursue narrower interests, and have left the people of Iraq to suffer as a consequence, dragging the people of Syria after them. If Jordan, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia and others were also to be drawn into the continuing storm, historians would be even less kind to the instigators of the Iraq adventure.

Nevertheless there are other reasons why the West’s attempts to open up the region to opportunities for better governance and higher standards of living have fallen on stony ground. We are observing in the tragic struggles in Syria, Yemen, Iraq, Libya and elsewhere, including Egypt, a disappointing incapacity in these societies for striking internal compromises for the sake of the larger nation. The Arab World has suffered bitterly from outside interference since Ottoman times, but still seems unable to shake off the assumption that only a hard man in power and a top-down system can achieve stability. This is not the place to start a lecture on Arab and Islamic culture, and others are far better qualified than I am to give it. But the infertile political environment may have something to do with the hallowed precepts for living in a harsh desert climate, where a deterministic outlook, strict rules for daily life and the widespread exclusion of women from public involvement sap innovation and adaptability. Circumstances of constant insecurity, not solely the region’s fault, also change the nature of social and political interaction and increase the probability of tribal and sectarian differences. I hope the twenty-first century will give these talented peoples space to think through the systemic challenges and evolve a more peaceful way forward. It has to be their responsibility in sovereign independence to make the choices.

What is evolving in the Middle East is anyway part of something bigger. Let’s call it global regime change, to underline the irony of what is happening on the American superpower’s watch. I wrote at the start of this book in 2005 that the story of Iraq was the story of the projection of American power. It still is. The passion that Americans feel for freedom, a passion generated by the colonists’ escape from poor governance in Europe and their rejection of the rule of George III in 1776, has brought about two great consequences: the spread of freedom much more widely throughout the world than would have happened without great-hearted US involvement in the twentieth century defeat of fascism and in the encouragement of democracy everywhere; and, alongside that, the unrealistic belief in the minds of too many Americans that freedom is an unqualified and self-sustaining blessing with a uniquely American stamp on it.

A freer world is by nature a more disordered world, unless the investment in consensual order is as strong as the investment in freedom. If other things are equal, freedom of choice leads human beings to return to their comfort setting of a tribal identity. For people of a distinct identity to combine in a larger political grouping of many identities, there have to be powerful reasons. For much of human history where this has happened, the reason has been brute force: conquest, or defensive alliances against conquest. With the advance of civilisation (in certain respects), economic effectiveness and economies of scale have become important new grounds for cooperation. But if a community believes that it can maintain or improve its quality of life without compromising on its identity, it can readily see the costs of wider cooperation as excessive. Leading politicians in the advanced democracies consistently underestimate the importance of re-emphasising for their electorates the vital reasons for sticking together in larger units.

So our world of greater openness and opportunity is, paradoxically, moving towards fragmentation, as communities react to the costs of globalised cooperation and resent the intrusion of other cultures. Iraq has accelerated this trend in two important ways. The perception of American exceptionalism has diminished the authority by example of the principal advocate of democratic freedom; and the concept of justified intervention to keep global order has been knocked back. To most people on the planet now it is unacceptable to allow the United States on its own to interpret international legitimacy.

This is quite a high price to pay for the failure to keep the United Nations membership onside for the invasion of Iraq. The UN, as we all know, is not the automatic route to international peace and security that its founders imagined it might become. The forces of nationalism and the resistance to globalisation have proved too strong for that. But in an era when no imposed system of international authority or discipline is ever going to be accepted, the UN stands in the eyes of most global citizens as the repository and guardian of international legitimacy. Losing your audience in that theatre carries a cost for the influence and leadership aspirations even of the greatest powers.

So the circumstances for the maintenance of global order are now very different from the days following the end of the Second World War. The 193 members of the UN have a treaty, a set of principles and a forum, all of them immensely valuable, but they lack an acceptable leadership structure and a credible enforcement system. This puts a high premium on compromise and on a compatible understanding between nations of their mutual interests. The eighteen months between 9/11 and the invasion of Iraq will, I believe, be seen as a watershed moment in modern history when acceptance of US leadership in a shared global enterprise might have materialised if the Americans had shown any lasting interest in the sharing bit.

As it was, the Pentagon saw it differently. ‘Stuff happened,’ said Donald Rumsfeld, but the people who predicted that stuff would happen, principally Secretary of State Colin Powell, were sidelined. President George W. Bush never acquired a vision of the right end-game in Iraq and so the resources required to reach it were never allocated. The British had serious qualms about the post-invasion planning, but they were sitting in the second carriage, not driving the engine.

President Bush’s successor has demonstrated that he understands the downsides of proprietorial intervention. The Obama doctrine of withdrawal from places where the US has little right to be has a lot to justify it when contrasted with the neocons’ focus on using power when and where you think you have it. Yet this refusal to engage in messy regional conflicts has led to criticism of US passivity in Syria, Libya and indeed Iraq itself. Some of this has struck home. Just as the Chilcot Report finally emerged in the summer of 2016 with its trenchant judgements on the 2003 intervention, Washington was stepping up its military involvement alongside the Iraqi security forces to a level of 4,500 personnel. US objectives were more related to counter-terrorism than to propping up a chaotic Baghdad, but the ungoverned space that ISIS exploited to set up its notorious caliphate was enlarged by the failure of the US-led Coalition to settle a post-Saddam Iraq. Afghanistan is similarly slipping into deeper trouble because the groundwork for a new state was never properly done.

So the US is damned if it acts and damned if it doesn’t. The perceptions of withdrawal from proactive engagement in the Middle East have fed into calculations by competitor states such as Russia and China that the US can be challenged more assertively. This certainly formed an element of Moscow’s decision to enter the Syrian theatre in 2014 and has played a part in Russia’s actions in Ukraine and China’s in the South China Sea. The cumulative effect of American miscalculations in Vietnam and Iraq can be seen as having exercised a greater impact on the redistribution of global hard power than respect for their comparative successes in the Balkans and in the maintenance of NATO as a powerful defensive alliance. Yet action to support global order cannot be totally abandoned because particular campaigns ended badly. Compromises are necessary even between countries that are suspicious of each other; and the dialogue over Syria developing in mid-2016 between the US Secretary of State and the Russian Foreign Minister takes a significant step in this direction. The UN and its principles exist to provide an objective framework for such initiatives, and stands as one of the few exceptional instruments this generation possesses for avoiding the kind of great power war that has wrecked every previous era. As Secretary-General Kofi Annan so clearly put it at one stage in the Iraq saga, despite his deep-rooted distaste for war, sometimes the threat of the use of military power has to be present to induce leaders to follow international rules. And, some would add, it cannot be a bluff.

We have to continue to look to Washington to get the judgement right in these respects. It is noticeable that US involvement in the East Asia security field, where the need to assess very carefully the interaction with another potential superpower has led to more nuanced approaches, feels quite different from that in the Middle East, where the Americans can deploy overwhelmingly superior strength where they wish. Similarly, the handling of Russia after the US knew it had won the Cold War has lacked the finesse and the comprehensive strategic mastery of US Cold War policy-making. It seems to require the challenge of an almost equal power centre to bring the best out of American superpower capability.

That is one reason why Iran has been able to draw such advantage from the US involvement in Iraq. American disrespect for Iran’s strategic capability, as well as for the nature of its regime, led Washington to underestimate the degree to which Tehran might benefit from the removal of Saddam and to misjudge the higher importance of Iran to US long-term interests. In Baghdad in 2003–4, Ambassador Bremer was totally uninterested in the work the UK team initiated within the CPA to assess the true effect of Iranian meddling in Iraq. The Coalition’s fumblings left scope for Tehran to turn their interference tap on or off at will, to produce just the right amount of chaos in their neighbour: enough to scupper the establishment of an American power base there, but not so much that another Saddam might be able to rise from the ashes and threaten his neighbour. While the crucial US relationship with Turkey is quite different, it is noticeable how freely the Turks under President Erdogan have been determined to pursue (not always wisely) their own nationalistic interests, whether or not that offends their most powerful ally.

Can the rise of terrorism in its latest forms be laid at the door of our Iraq policy? Two factors in particular have enabled the capabilities of groups like al Qaida and Islamic State: first, the availability of ungoverned space (both physical and virtual) within which to grow and weaponise concepts of religious perversion and hate; and second, the recruitment appeal of resistance to the system of unequal global power distribution which has left certain types of people behind. Iraq played a part in each of these trends, though events in Afghanistan after the Soviet invasion exerted a strong influence and in recent years the North African desert and Syria have become much more troublesome. A rebellion on the Syrian model could have happened in Iraq under Saddam, though he was a more efficient repressor than Bashar al Assad. The degree to which al Qaida in Iraq, under Abu Musab al Zarqawi and later Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, was able to grow and mutate into ISIS was enlarged because of the removal of Saddam and the success of the insurgency against the US-led Coalition. The interplay between the situations in Syria and Iraq has proved significant and damaging, just as much as between Iran and Iraq, and developed from the poor control of the security theatre in Iraq after the invasion. The growing reach and lethality of the ISIS franchise in Western Europe especially, but also in the US, have some of their roots in the failures of administration in Iraq. Nonetheless, it would go too far to claim that the phenomenon of extremist jihadism would have failed to emerge without the Iraq invasion.

Then there is the United Kingdom. The Chilcot Report sets its criticism of Tony Blair’s judgement primarily in the context of British interests and administrative principles. The wealth of detail in the Report about internal UK processes tends to underplay the constant elephantine presence in the room of American power projection, but it was a strong reality at the time and I have made it a cardinal theme of this book. Blair fell from political grace only partly because the argument that Saddam was a real and present WMD-laden danger proved to be an exaggeration. I have always had some respect for the Prime Minister’s contention that it might have been a greater mistake to assume, on the evidence at the time, that Saddam possessed no WMD. Surely the larger Blair sin in the eyes of the British public was to move his criteria for going to war from British to American foundations. There were honourable reasons for standing by our first ally after the 2001 attacks, but this shift enlarged the perception of menace from Saddam and reduced the importance of the international rules-based approach which Blair himself had promoted in his 1999 Chicago speech. It was this policy element that disturbed the advisers around the Prime Minister more than any other, as well as losing him public sympathy. It appears paradoxical that this was the politician who in his three general election campaigns routed the opposition by the greatest margin in more than a century.

The effects of this particular divorce between the leadership and the common citizen in Britain have been far-reaching, given that the trend in popular disaffection has anyway been accelerated by social, technological and economic changes in a freer and more open world. The linkages can be traced from the protests over Iraq in 2003 to the vote in the June 2016 referendum to leave the EU: ‘The people up there in charge just do not seem to be taking our views into account.’ The lines of cause and effect here are of course very complex. It is ironic that the Europeans who appeared to share the British public’s distaste for the use of force in 2003 were roundly rejected as alien in 2016. The invasion of Iraq and the vote to leave the EU have both had a marked effect on the UK’s image and impact abroad. They bring back with some force the Dean Acheson aphorism that the UK has yet to find its post-empire place in the world. But the principal political error lay in the fact that the domestic interests of the British people just did not seem to be the primary criterion.

The Iraq saga has also left its mark, sadly, on the relationship between the British and American peoples. It is conventional to say that we are joined together by shared history, values and culture, but the way the world is currently heading in diverse directions has rendered this less true than even twenty-five years ago. Barack Obama has eased some of the glaring incompatibilities of the George W. Bush era, but the Atlantic is still widening socially and politically. Growing insularity in the UK is as responsible for this as American subjectivity. The two societies are identifiably different.

Iraq contributed to this distancing because the pretexts for involvement rang far hollower with most Britons than with most Americans. We are rightly proud of our armed forces, but we feel that something has failed if they are sent into violent action. The British bar is set higher. Brits are less overtly passionate about patriotism, religion, power and wealth. Perhaps we are also more exhausted by our long engagement with the outside world and by the loss of the factors that used to tip the international playing field our way.

Yet the ledger is full of entries on the other side. Americans have created the most dynamic and technologically advanced society in history, and have remained open and generous in doing so. The British legacy in parliamentary democracy, in sport, the arts, science, and medicine, has been almost as distinguished. We are the principal investors in each other’s economies and first allies when it comes to a big crunch. We must not lose faith in each other.

I have been quite critical of American mistakes in this account of the Iraq story, but I am not anti-American. Having spent most of my diplomatic career either in the United States or closely involved in projects with it, I remain full of admiration for both the achievements and the continuing potential of this remarkable republic, and for the open-hearted spirit of its people. Iraq, however, is not to be counted amongst its more glorious moments, and I wanted to set out the reasons why. A world without an America on top form is always going to face a poorer and more threatened future.


Appendix 1

Resolution 687 (1991)

Adopted by the Security Council at its 2,981st meeting, on 3 April 1991

The Security Council,

Recalling its resolutions 660 (1990) of 2 August 1990, 661 (1990) of 6 August 1990, 662 (1990) of 9 August 1990, 664 (1990) of 18 August 1990, 665 (1990) of 25 August 1990, 666 (1990) of 13 September 1990, 667 (1990) of 16 September 1990, 669 (1990) of 24 September 1990, 670 (1990) of 25 September 1990, 674 (1990) of 29 October 1990, 677 (1990) of 28 November 1990, 678 (1990) of 29 November 1990 and 686 (1991) of 2 March 1991,

Welcoming the restoration to Kuwait of its sovereignty, independence and territorial integrity and the return of its legitimate Government,

Affirming the commitment of all Member States to the sovereignty, territorial integrity and political independence of Kuwait and Iraq, and noting the intention expressed by the Member States cooperating with Kuwait under paragraph 2 of resolution 678 (1990) to bring their military presence in Iraq to an end as soon as possible consistent with paragraph 8 of resolution 686 (1991),

Reaffirming the need to be assured of Iraq’s peaceful intentions in the light of its unlawful invasion and occupation of Kuwait,

Taking note of the letter sent by the Minister for Foreign Affairs of Iraq on 27 February 1991 and those sent pursuant to resolution 686 (1991),

Noting that Iraq and Kuwait, as independent sovereign States, signed at Baghdad on 4 October 1963 “Agreed Minutes Between the State of Kuwait and the Republic of Iraq Regarding the Restoration of Friendly Relations, Recognition and Related Matters”, thereby recognising formally the boundary between Iraq and Kuwait and the allocation of islands, which were registered with the United Nations in accordance with Article 102 of the Charter of the United Nations and in which Iraq recognized the independence and complete sovereignty of the State of Kuwait within its borders as specified and accepted in the letter of the Prime Minister of Iraq dated 21 July 1932, and as accepted by the Ruler of Kuwait in his letter dated 10 August 1932,

Conscious of the need for demarcation of the said boundary,

Conscious also of the statements by Iraq threatening to use weapons in violation of its obligations under the Geneva Protocol for the Prohibition of the Use in War of Asphyxiating, Poisonous or Other Gases, and of Bacteriological Methods of Warfare, signed at Geneva on 17 June 1925, and of its prior use of chemical weapons and affirming that grave consequences would follow any further use by Iraq of such weapons,

Recalling that Iraq has subscribed to the Declaration adopted by all States participating in the Conference of States Parties to the 1925 Geneva Protocol and Other Interested States, held in Paris from 7 to 11 January 1989, establishing the objective of universal elimination of chemical and biological weapons,

Recalling also that Iraq has signed the Convention on the Prohibition of the Development, Production and Stockpiling of Bacteriological (Biological) and Toxin Weapons and on Their Destruction, of 10 April 1972,

Noting the importance of Iraq ratifying this Convention,

Noting moreover the importance of all States adhering to this Convention and encouraging its forthcoming Review Conference to reinforce the authority, efficiency and universal scope of the convention,

Stressing the importance of an early conclusion by the Conference on Disarmament of its work on a Convention on the Universal Prohibition of Chemical Weapons and of universal adherence thereto,

Aware of the use by Iraq of ballistic missiles in unprovoked attacks and therefore of the need to take specific measures in regard to such missiles located in Iraq,

Concerned by the reports in the hands of Member States that Iraq has attempted to acquire materials for a nuclear-weapons programme contrary to its obligations under the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons of 1 July 1968,

Recalling the objective of the establishment of a nuclear-weapons-free zone in the region of the Middle East,

Conscious of the threat that all weapons of mass destruction pose to peace and security in the area and of the need to work towards the establishment in the Middle East of a zone free of such weapons,

Conscious also of the objective of achieving balanced and comprehensive control of armaments in the region,

Conscious further of the importance of achieving the objectives noted above using all available means, including a dialogue among the States of the region,

Noting that resolution 686 (1991) marked the lifting of the measures imposed by resolution 661 (1990) in so far as they applied to Kuwait,

Noting that despite the progress being made in fulfilling the obligations of resolution 686 (1991), many Kuwaiti and third country nationals are still not accounted for and property remains unreturned,

Recalling the International Convention against the Taking of Hostages, opened for signature at New York on 18 December 1979, which categorizes all acts of taking hostages as manifestations of international terrorism,

Deploring threats made by Iraq during the recent conflict to make use of terrorism against targets outside Iraq and the taking of hostages by Iraq,

Taking note with grave concern of the reports of the Secretary-General of 20 March 1991 and 28 March 1991, and conscious of the necessity to meet urgently the humanitarian needs in Kuwait and Iraq,

Bearing in mind its objective of restoring international peace and security in the area as set out in recent resolutions of the Security Council,

Conscious of the need to take the following measures acting under Chapter VII of the Charter,

1. Affirms all thirteen resolutions noted above, except as expressly changed below to achieve the goals of this resolution, including a formal cease-fire;

A

2. Demands that Iraq and Kuwait respect the inviolability of the international boundary and the allocation of islands set out in the “Agreed Minutes Between the State of Kuwait and the Republic of Iraq Regarding the Restoration of Friendly Relations, Recognition and Related Matters”, signed by them in the exercise of their sovereignty at Baghdad on 4 October 1963 and registered with the United Nations and published by the United Nations in document 7063, United Nations, Treaty Series, 1964;

3. Calls upon the Secretary-General to lend his assistance to make arrangements with Iraq and Kuwait to demarcate the boundary between Iraq and Kuwait, drawing on appropriate material, including the map transmitted by Security Council document S/22412 and to report back to the Security Council within one month;

4. Decides to guarantee the inviolability of the above-mentioned international boundary and to take as appropriate all necessary measures to that end in accordance with the Charter of the United Nations;

B

5. Requests the Secretary-General, after consulting with Iraq and Kuwait, to submit within three days to the Security Council for its approval a plan for the immediate deployment of a United Nations observer unit to monitor the Khor Abdullah and a demilitarized zone, which is hereby established, extending ten kilometres into Iraq and five kilometres into Kuwait from the boundary referred to in the “Agreed Minutes Between the State of Kuwait and the Republic of Iraq Regarding the Restoration of Friendly Relations, Recognition and Related Matters” of 4 October 1963; to deter violations of the boundary through its presence in and surveillance of the demilitarized zone; to observe any hostile or potentially hostile action mounted from the territory of one State to the other; and for the Secretary-General to report regularly to the Security Council on the operations of the unit, and immediately if there are serious violations of the zone or potential threats to peace;

6. Notes that as soon as the Secretary-General notifies the Security Council of the completion of the deployment of the United Nations observer unit, the conditions will be established for the Member States cooperating with Kuwait in accordance with resolution 678 (1990) to bring their military presence in Iraq to an end consistent with resolution 686 (1991);

C

7. Invites Iraq to reaffirm unconditionally its obligations under the Geneva Protocol for the Prohibition of the Use in War of Asphyxiating, Poisonous or Other Gases, and of Bacteriological Methods of Warfare, signed at Geneva on 17 June 1925, and to ratify the Convention on the Prohibition of the Development, Production and Stockpiling of Bacteriological (Biological) and Toxin Weapons and on Their Destruction, of 10 April 1972;

8. Decides that Iraq shall unconditionally accept the destruction, removal, or rendering harmless, under international supervision, of:

(a) All chemical and biological weapons and all stocks of agents and all related subsystems and components and all research, development, support and manufacturing facilities;

(b) All ballistic missiles with a range greater than 150 kilometres and related major parts, and repair and production facilities;

9. Decides, for the implementation of paragraph 8 above, the following:

(a) Iraq shall submit to the Secretary-General, within fifteen days of the adoption of the present resolution, a declaration of the locations, amounts and types of all items specified in paragraph 8 and agree to urgent, on-site inspection as specified below;

(b) The Secretary-General, in consultation with the appropriate Governments and, where appropriate, with the Director-General of the World Health Organization, within forty-five days of the passage of the present resolution, shall develop, and submit to the Council for approval, a plan calling for the completion of the following acts within forty-five days of such approval:


(i) The forming of a Special Commission, which shall carry out immediate on-site inspection of Iraq’s biological, chemical and missile capabilities, based on Iraq’s declarations and the designation of any additional locations by the Special Commission itself;

(ii) The yielding by Iraq of possession to the Special Commission for destruction, removal or rendering harmless, taking into account the requirements of public safety, of all items specified under paragraph 8 (a) above, including items at ‘the additional locations designated by the Special Commission under paragraph 9 (b) (i) above and the destruction by Iraq, under the supervision of the Special Commission, of all its missile capabilities, including launchers, as specified under paragraph 8 (b) above;

(iii) The provision by the Special Commission of the assistance and cooperation to the Director-General of the International Atomic Energy Agency required in paragraphs 12 and 13 below;



10. Decides that Iraq shall unconditionally undertake not to use, develop, construct or acquire any of the items specified in paragraphs 8 and 9 above and requests the Secretary-General, in consultation with the Special Commission, to develop a plan for the future ongoing monitoring and verification of Iraq’s compliance with this paragraph, to be submitted to the Security Council for approval within one hundred and twenty days of the passage of this resolution;

11. Invites Iraq to reaffirm unconditionally its obligations under the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons of 1 July 1968;

12. Decides that Iraq shall unconditionally agree not to acquire or develop nuclear weapons or nuclear-weapons-usable material or any subsystems or components or any research, development, support or manufacturing facilities related to the above; to submit to the Secretary-General and the Director-General of the International Atomic Energy Agency within fifteen days of the adoption of the present resolution a declaration of the locations, amounts, and types of all items specified above; to place all of its nuclear-weapons-usable materials under the exclusive control, for custody and removal, of the International Atomic Energy Agency, with the assistance and cooperation of the Special Commission as provided for in the plan of the Secretary-General discussed in paragraph 9 (b) above; to accept, in accordance with the arrangements provided for in paragraph 13 below, urgent onsite inspection and the destruction, removal or rendering harmless as appropriate of all items specified above; and to accept the plan discussed in paragraph 13 below for the future ongoing monitoring and verification of its compliance with these undertakings;

13. Requests the Director-General of the International Atomic Energy Agency, through the Secretary-General, with the assistance and cooperation of the Special Commission as provided for in the plan of the Secretary-General in paragraph 9 (b) above, to carry out immediate on-site inspection of Iraq’s nuclear capabilities based on Iraq’s declarations and the designation of any additional locations by the Special Commission; to develop a plan for submission to the Security Council within forty-five days calling for the destruction, removal, or rendering harmless as appropriate of all items listed in paragraph 12 above; to carry out the plan within forty-five days following approval by the Security Council; and to develop a plan, taking into account the rights and obligations of Iraq under the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons of 1 July 1968, for the future ongoing monitoring and verification of Iraq’s compliance with paragraph 12 above, including an inventory of all nuclear material in Iraq subject to the Agency’s verification and inspections to confirm that Agency safeguards cover all relevant nuclear activities in Iraq, to be submitted to the Security Council for approval within one hundred and twenty days of the passage of the present resolution;

14. Takes note that the actions to be taken by Iraq in paragraphs 8, 9, 10, 11, 12 and 13 of the present resolution represent steps towards the goal of establishing in the Middle East a zone free from weapons of mass destruction and all missiles for their delivery and the objective of a global ban on chemical weapons;

D

15. Requests the Secretary-General to report to the Security Council on the steps taken to facilitate the return of all Kuwaiti property seized by Iraq, including a list of any property that Kuwait claims has not been returned or which has not been returned intact;

E

16. Reaffirms that Iraq, without prejudice to the debts and obligations of Iraq arising prior to 2 August 1990, which will be addressed through the normal mechanisms, is liable under international law for any direct loss, damage, including environmental damage and the depletion of natural resources, or injury to foreign Governments, nationals and corporations, as a result of Iraq’s unlawful invasion and occupation of Kuwait;

17. Decides that all Iraqi statements made since 2 August 1990 repudiating its foreign debt are null and void, and demands that Iraq adhere scrupulously to all of its obligations concerning servicing and repayment of its foreign debt;

18. Decides also to create a fund to pay compensation for claims that fall within paragraph 16 above and to establish a Commission that will administer the fund;

19. Directs the Secretary-General to develop and present to the Security Council for decision, no later than thirty days following the adoption of the present resolution, recommendations for the fund to meet the requirement for the payment of claims established in accordance with paragraph 18 above and for a programme to implement the decisions in paragraphs 16, 17 and 18 above, including: administration of the fund; mechanisms for determining the appropriate level of Iraq’s contribution to the fund based on a percentage of the value of the exports of petroleum and petroleum products from Iraq not to exceed a figure to be suggested to the Council by the Secretary-General, taking into account the requirements of the people of Iraq, Iraq’s payment capacity as assessed in conjunction with the international financial institutions taking into consideration external debt service, and the needs of the Iraqi economy; arrangements for ensuring that payments are made to the fund; the process by which funds will be allocated and claims paid; appropriate procedures for evaluating losses, listing claims and verifying their validity and resolving disputed claims in respect of Iraq’s liability as specified in paragraph 16 above; and the composition of the Commission designated above;
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20. Decides, effective immediately, that the prohibitions against the sale or supply to Iraq of commodities or products, other than medicine and health supplies, and prohibitions against financial transactions related thereto contained in resolution 661 (1990) shall not apply to foodstuffs notified to the Security Council Committee established by resolution 661 (1990) concerning the situation between Iraq and Kuwait or, with the approval of that Committee, under the simplified and accelerated “no-objection” procedure, to materials and supplies for essential civilian needs as identified in the report of the Secretary-General dated 20 March 1991, and in any further findings of humanitarian need by the Committee;

21. Decides that the Security Council shall review the provisions of paragraph 20 above every sixty days in the light of the policies and practices of the Government of Iraq, including the implementation of all relevant resolutions of the Secrurity Council, for the purpose of determining whether to reduce or lift the prohibitions referred to therein;

22. Decides that upon the approval by the Security Council of the programme called for in paragraph 19 above and upon Council agreement that Iraq has completed all actions contemplated in paragraphs 8, 9, 10, 11, 12 and 13 above, the prohibitions against the import of commodities and products originating in Iraq and the prohibitions against financial transactions related thereto contained in resolution 661 (1990) shall have no further force or effect;

23. Decides that, pending action by the Security Council under paragraph 22 above, the Security Council Committee established by resolution 661 (1990) shall be empowered to approve, when required to assure adequate financial resources on the part of Iraq to carry out the activities under paragraph 20 above, exceptions to the prohibition against the import of commodities and products originating in Iraq;

24. Decides that, in accordance with resolution 661 (1990) and subsequent related resolutions and until a further decision is taken by the Security Council, all States shall continue to prevent the sale or supply, or the promotion or facilitation of such sale or supply, to Iraq by their nationals, or from their territories or using their flag vessels or aircraft, of:

(a) Arms and related matériel of all types, specifically including the sale or transfer through other means of all forms of conventional military equipment, including for paramilitary forces, and spare parts and components and their means of production, for such equipment;

(b) Items specified and defined in paragraphs 8 and 12 above not otherwise covered above;

(c) Technology under licensing or other transfer arrangements used in the production, utilization or stockpiling of items specified in subparagraphs (a) and (b) above;

(d) Personnel or materials for training or technical support services relating to the design, development, manufacture, use, maintenance or support of items specified in subparagraphs (a) and (b) above;

25. Calls upon all States and international organizations to act strictly in accordance with paragraph 24 above, notwithstanding the existence of any contracts, agreements, licences or any other arrangements;

26. Requests the Secretary-General, in consultation with appropriate Governments, to develop within sixty days, for the approval of the Security Council, guidelines to facilitate full international implementation of paragraphs 24 and 25 above and paragraph 27 below, and to make them available to all States and to establish a procedure for updating these guidelines periodically;

27. Calls upon all States to maintain such national controls and procedures and to take such other actions consistent with the guidelines to be established by the Security Council under paragraph 26 above as may be necessary to ensure compliance with the terms of paragraph 24 above, and calls upon international organizations to take all appropriate steps to assist in ensuring such full compliance;

28. Agrees to review its decisions in paragraphs 22, 23, 24 and 25 above, except for the items specified and defined in paragraphs 8 and 12 above, on a regular basis and in any case one hundred and twenty days following passage of the present resolution, taking into account Iraq’s compliance with the resolution and general progress towards the control of armaments in the region;

29. Decides that all States, including Iraq, shall take the necessary measures to ensure that no claim shall lie at the instance of the Government of Iraq, or of any person or body in Iraq, or of any person claiming through or for the benefit of any such person or body, in connection with any contract or other transaction where its performance was affected by reason of the measures taken by the Security Council in resolution 661 (1990) and related resolutions;
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30. Decides that, in furtherance of its commitment to facilitate the repatriation of all Kuwaiti and third country nationals, Iraq shall extend all necessary cooperation to the International Committee of the Red Cross, providing lists of such persons, facilitating the access of the International Committee of the Red Cross to all such persons wherever located or detained and facilitating the search by the International Committee of the Red Cross for those Kuwaiti and third country nationals still unaccounted for;

31. Invites the International Committee of the Red Cross to keep the Secretary-General apprised as appropriate of all activities undertaken in connection with facilitating the repatriation or return of all Kuwaiti and third country nationals or their remains present in Iraq on or after 2 August 1990;
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32. Requires Iraq to inform the Security Council that it will not commit or support any act of international terrorism or allow any organization directed towards commission of such acts to operate within its territory and to condemn unequivocally and renounce all acts, methods and practices of terrorism;

I

33. Declares that, upon official notification by Iraq to the Secretary-General and to the Security Council of its acceptance of the provisions above, a formal cease-fire is effective between Iraq and Kuwait and the Member States cooperating with Kuwait in accordance with resolution 678 (1990);

34. Decides to remain seized of the matter and to take such further steps as may be required for the implementation of the present resolution and to secure peace and security in the area.


Appendix 2

Resolution 1441 (2002)

Adopted by the Security Council at its 4,644th meeting, on 8 November 2002

The Security Council,

Recalling all its previous relevant resolutions, in particular its resolutions 661 (1990) of 6 August 1990, 678 (1990) of 29 November 1990, 686 (1991) of 2 March 1991, 687 (1991) of 3 April 1991, 688 (1991) of 5 April 1991, 707 (1991) of 15 August 1991, 715 (1991) of 11 October 1991, 986 (1995) of 14 April 1995, and 1284 (1999) of 17 December 1999, and all the relevant statements of its President,

Recalling also its resolution 1382 (2001) of 29 November 2001 and its intention to implement it fully,

Recognising the threat Iraq’s non-compliance with Council resolutions and proliferation of weapons of mass destruction and long-range missiles poses to international peace and security,

Recalling that its resolution 678 (1990) authorized Member States to use all necessary means to uphold and implement its resolution 660 (1990) of 2 August 1990 and all relevant resolutions subsequent to resolution 660 (1990) and to restore international peace and security in the area,

Further recalling that its resolution 687 (1991) imposed obligations on Iraq as a necessary step for achievement of its stated objective of restoring international peace and security in the area,

Deploring the fact that Iraq has not provided an accurate, full, final, and complete disclosure, as required by resolution 687 (1991), of all aspects of its programmes to develop weapons of mass destruction and ballistic missiles with a range greater than one hundred and fifty kilometres, and of all holdings of such weapons, their components and production facilities and locations, as well as all other nuclear programmes, including any which it claims are for purposes not related to nuclear-weapons-usable material.

Deploring further that Iraq repeatedly obstructed immediate, unconditional, and unrestricted access to sites designated by the United Nations Special Commission (UNSCOM) and the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), failed to cooperate fully and unconditionally with UNSCOM and IAEA weapons inspectors, as required by resolution 687 (1991), and ultimately ceased all cooperation with UNSCOM and the IAEA in 1998,

Deploring the absence, since December 1998, in Iraq of international monitoring, inspection, and verification, as required by relevant resolutions, of weapons of mass destruction and ballistic missiles, in spite of the Council’s repeated demands that Iraq provide immediate, unconditional, and unrestricted access to the United Nations Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC), established in resolution 1284 (1999) as the successor organization to UNSCOM, and the IAEA, and regretting the consequent prolonging of the crisis in the region and the suffering of the Iraqi people,

Deploring also that the Government of Iraq has failed to comply with its commitments pursuant to resolution 687 (1991) with regard to terrorism, pursuant to resolution 688 (1991) to end repression of its civilian population and to provide access by international humanitarian organizations to all those in need of assistance in Iraq, and pursuant to resolutions 686 (1991), 687 (1991), and 1284 (1999) to return or cooperate in accounting for Kuwaiti and third country nationals wrongfully detained by Iraq, or to return Kuwaiti property wrongfully seized by Iraq,

Recalling that in its resolution 687 (1991) the Council declared that a ceasefire would be based on acceptance by Iraq of the provisions of that resolution, including the obligations on Iraq contained therein,

Determined to ensure full and immediate compliance by Iraq without conditions or restrictions with its obligations under resolution 687 (1991) and other relevant resolutions and recalling that the resolutions of the Council constitute the governing standard of Iraqi compliance,

Recalling that the effective operation of UNMOVIC, as the successor organization to the Special Commission, and the IAEA is essential for the implementation of resolution 687 (1991) and other relevant resolutions,

Noting that the letter dated 16 September 2002 from the Minister for Foreign Affairs of Iraq addressed to the Secretary-General is a necessary first step toward rectifying Iraq’s continued failure to comply with relevant Council resolutions,

Noting further the letter dated 8 October 2002 from the Executive Chairman of UNMOVIC and the Director-General of the IAEA to General Al-Saadi of the Government of Iraq laying out the practical arrangements, as a follow-up to their meeting in Vienna, that are prerequisites for the resumption of inspections in Iraq by UNMOVIC and the IAEA, and expressing the gravest concern at the continued failure by the Government of Iraq to provide confirmation of the arrangements as laid out in that letter,

Reaffirming the commitment of all Member States to the sovereignty and territorial integrity of Iraq, Kuwait, and the neighbouring States,

Commending the Secretary-General and members of the League of Arab States and its Secretary-General for their efforts in this regard,

Determined to secure full compliance with its decisions,

Acting under Chapter VII of the Charter of the United Nations,

1. Decides that Iraq has been and remains in material breach of its obligations under relevant resolutions, including resolution 687 (1991), in particular through Iraq’s failure to cooperate with United Nations inspectors and the IAEA, and to complete the actions required under paragraphs 8 to 13 of resolution 687 (1991);

2. Decides, while acknowledging paragraph 1 above, to afford Iraq, by this resolution, a final opportunity to comply with its disarmament obligations under relevant resolutions of the Council; and accordingly decides to set up an enhanced inspection regime with the aim of bringing to full and verified completion the disarmament process established by resolution 687 (1991) and subsequent resolutions of the Council;

3. Decides that, in order to begin to comply with its disarmament obligations, in addition to submitting the required biannual declarations, the Government of Iraq shall provide to UNMOVIC, the IAEA, and the Council, not later than 30 days from the date of this resolution, a currently accurate, full, and complete declaration of all aspects of its programmes to develop chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons, ballistic missiles, and other delivery systems such as unmanned aerial vehicles and dispersal systems designed for use on aircraft, including any holdings and precise locations of such weapons, components, sub-components, stocks of agents, and related material and equipment, the locations and work of its research, development and production facilities, as well as all other chemical, biological, and nuclear programmes, including any which it claims are for purposes not related to weapon production or material;

4. Decides that false statements or omissions in the declarations submitted by Iraq pursuant to this resolution and failure by Iraq at any time to comply with, and cooperate fully in the implementation of, this resolution shall constitute a further material breach of Iraq’s obligations and will be reported to the Council for assessment in accordance with paragraphs 11 and 12 below;

5. Decides that Iraq shall provide UNMOVIC and the IAEA immediate, unimpeded, unconditional, and unrestricted access to any and all, including underground, areas, facilities, buildings, equipment, records, and means of transport which they wish to inspect, as well as immediate, unimpeded, unrestricted, and private access to all officials and other persons whom UNMOVIC or the IAEA wish to interview in the mode or location of UNMOVIC’s or the IAEA’s choice pursuant to any aspect of their mandates; further decides that UNMOVIC and the IAEA may at their discretion conduct interviews inside or outside of Iraq, may facilitate the travel of those interviewed and family members outside of Iraq, and that, at the sole discretion of UNMOVIC and the IAEA, such interviews may occur without the presence of observers from the Iraqi Government; and instructs UNMOVIC and requests the IAEA to resume inspections no later than 45 days following adoption of this resolution and to update the Council 60 days thereafter;

6. Endorses the 8 October 2002 letter from the Executive Chairman of UNMOVIC and the Director-General of the IAEA to General Al-Saadi of the Government of Iraq, which is annexed hereto, and decides that the contents of the letter shall be binding upon Iraq;

7. Decides further that, in view of the prolonged interruption by Iraq of the presence of UNMOVIC and the IAEA and in order for them to accomplish the tasks set forth in this resolution and all previous relevant resolutions and notwithstanding prior understandings, the Council hereby establishes the following revised or additional authorities, which shall be binding upon Iraq, to facilitate their work in Iraq:


– UNMOVIC and the IAEA shall determine the composition of their inspection teams and ensure that these teams are composed of the most qualified and experienced experts available;

– All UNMOVIC and IAEA personnel shall enjoy the privileges and immunities, corresponding to those of experts on mission, provided in the Convention on Privileges and Immunities of the United Nations and the Agreement on the Privileges and Immunities of the IAEA;

– UNMOVIC and the IAEA shall have unrestricted rights of entry into and out of Iraq, the right to free, unrestricted, and immediate movement to and from inspection sites, and the right to inspect any sites and buildings, including immediate, unimpeded, unconditional, and unrestricted access to Presidential Sites equal to that at other sites, notwithstanding the provisions of resolution 1154 (1998) of 2 March 1998;

– UNMOVIC and the IAEA shall have the right to be provided by Iraq the names of all personnel currently and formerly associated with Iraq’s chemical, biological, nuclear, and ballistic missile programmes and the associated research, development, and production facilities;

– Security of UNMOVIC and IAEA facilities shall be ensured by sufficient United Nations security guards;

– UNMOVIC and the IAEA shall have the right to declare, for the purposes of freezing a site to be inspected, exclusion zones, including surrounding areas and transit corridors, in which Iraq will suspend ground and aerial movement so that nothing is changed in or taken out of a site being inspected;

– UNMOVIC and the IAEA shall have the free and unrestricted use and landing of fixed- and rotary-winged aircraft, including manned and unmanned reconnaissance vehicles;

– UNMOVIC and the IAEA shall have the right at their sole discretion verifiably to remove, destroy, or render harmless all prohibited weapons, subsystems, components, records, materials, and other related items, and the right to impound or close any facilities or equipment for the production thereof; and

– UNMOVIC and the IAEA shall have the right to free import and use of equipment or materials for inspections and to seize and export any equipment, materials, or documents taken during inspections, without search of UNMOVIC or IAEA personnel or official or personal baggage;


8. Decides further that Iraq shall not take or threaten hostile acts directed against any representative or personnel of the United Nations or the IAEA or of any Member State taking action to uphold any Council resolution;

9. Requests the Secretary-General immediately to notify Iraq of this resolution, which is binding on Iraq; demands that Iraq confirm within seven days of that notification its intention to comply fully with this resolution; and demands further that Iraq cooperate immediately, unconditionally, and actively with UNMOVIC and the IAEA;

10. Requests all Member States to give full support to UNMOVIC and the IAEA in the discharge of their mandates, including by providing any information related to prohibited programmes or other aspects of their mandates, including on Iraqi attempts since 1998 to acquire prohibited items, and by recommending sites to be inspected, persons to be interviewed, conditions of such interviews, and data to be collected, the results of which shall be reported to the Council by UNMOVIC and the IAEA;

11. Directs the Executive Chairman of UNMOVIC and the Director-General of the IAEA to report immediately to the Council any interference by Iraq with inspection activities, as well as any failure by Iraq to comply with its disarmament obligations, including its obligations regarding inspections under this resolution;

12. Decides to convene immediately upon receipt of a report in accordance with paragraphs 4 or 11 above, in order to consider the situation and the need for full compliance with all of the relevant Council resolutions in order to secure international peace and security;

13. Recalls, in that context, that the Council has repeatedly warned Iraq that it will face serious consequences as a result of its continued violations of its obligations;

14. Decides to remain seized of the matter.


Appendix 3

The Legal Opinion of the Attorney-General

Baroness Ramsay of Cartvale: To ask HMG what is the Attorney-General’s view of the legal basis for the use of force against Iraq

Answer: The Attorney-General (Lord Goldsmith):

Authority to use force against Iraq exists from the combined effect of resolutions 678, 687 and 1441. All of these resolutions were adopted under Chapter VII of the UN Charter which allows the use of force for the express purpose of restoring international peace and security:


	In resolution 678 the Security Council authorised force against Iraq, to eject it from Kuwait and to restore peace and security in the area.

	In resolution 687, which set out the ceasefire conditions after Operation Desert Storm, the Security Council imposed continuing obligations on Iraq to eliminate its weapons of mass destruction in order to restore international peace and security in the area. Resolution 687 suspended but did not terminate the authority to use force under resolution 678.

	A material breach of resolution 687 revives the authority to use force under resolution 678.

	In resolution 1441 the Security Council determined that Iraq has been and remains in material breach of resolution 687, because it has not fully complied with its obligations to disarm under that resolution.

	The Security Council in resolution 1441 gave Iraq “a final opportunity to comply with its disarmament obligations” and warned Iraq of the “serious consequences” if it did not.

	The Security Council also decided in resolution 1441 that, if Iraq failed at any time to comply with and cooperate fully in the implementation of resolution 1441, that would constitute a further material breach.

	It is plain that Iraq has failed so to comply and therefore Iraq was at the time of resolution 1441 and continues to be in material breach.

	Thus, the authority to use force under resolution 678 has revived and so continues today.

	Resolution 1441 would in terms have provided that a further decision of the Security Council to sanction force was required if that had been intended. Thus, all that resolution 1441 requires is reporting to and discussion by the Security Council of Iraq’s failures, but not an express further decision to authorise force.



I have lodged a copy of this answer, together with resolutions 678, 687 and 1441 in the Library of both Houses and the Vote office of the House of Commons.
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